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Abstract 
The Pomegranate Cycle is a practice-led enquiry consisting of a creative work and an exegesis. This 
project investigates the potential of self-directed, technologically mediated composition as a means of 
reconfiguring gender stereotypes within the operatic tradition. This practice confronts two primary 
stereotypes: the positioning of female performing bodies within narratives of violence and the absence of 
women from authorial roles that construct and regulate the operatic tradition. The Pomegranate Cycle 
redresses these stereotypes by presenting a new narrative trajectory of healing for its central character, and 
by placing the singer inside the role of composer and producer.  
During the twentieth and early twenty-first century, operatic and classical music institutions have resisted 
incorporating works of living composers into their repertory. Consequently, the canon’s historic 
representations of gender remain unchallenged. Historically and contemporarily, men have almost 
exclusively occupied the roles of composer, conductor, director and critic, and therefore men have 
regulated the pedagogy, performance practices, repertoire and organisations that sustain classical music. In 
this landscape, women are singers, and few have the means to challenge the constructions of gender they 
are asked to reproduce. The Pomegranate Cycle uses recording technologies as the means of driving 
change because these technologies have already challenged the regulation of the classical tradition by 
changing people’s modes of accessing, creating and interacting with music. 
Building on the work of artists including Phillips and van Veen, Robert Ashley and Diamanda Galas, The 
Pomegranate Cycle seeks to broaden the definition of what opera can be. This work examines the ways in 
which the operatic tradition can be hybridised with contemporary musical forms such as ambient 
electronica, glitch, spoken word and concrete sounds as a way of bringing the form into dialogue with 
contemporary music cultures. The ultilisation of other sound cultures within the context of opera enables 
women’s voices and stories to be presented in new ways, while also providing a point of friction with 
opera’s traditional storytelling devices.  
The Pomegranate Cycle simulates aesthetics associated with Western art music genres by drawing on 
contemporary recording techniques, virtual instruments and sound-processing plug-ins. Through such 
simulations, the work disrupts the way virtuosic human craft has been used to generate authenticity and 
regulate access to the institutions that protect and produce Western art music. The DIY approach to 
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production, recording, composition and performance of The Pomegranate Cycle demonstrates that an 
opera can be realised by a single person. Access to the broader institutions which regulate the tradition are 
not necessary. In short, The Pomegranate Cycle establishes that a singer can be more than a voice and a 
performing body. She can be her own multimedia storyteller. Her audience can be anywhere. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction & Methodology  
1 . 1  -  Introduction 
The Pomegranate Cycle investigates the potential of self-directed, technologically mediated 
composition as a means of reconfiguring gender stereotypes within the operatic tradition. The two 
primary stereotypes that this practice confronts are the positioning of female performing bodies within 
narratives of violence and the absence of women from authorial roles that construct and regulate the 
operatic tradition. The Pomegranate Cycle redresses these stereotypes by presenting a new narrative 
trajectory of healing for its central character and by placing the singer inside the role of composer and 
producer. This investigation is situated within the sphere of practice-based research.  
Efforts to define new spaces for women in opera are well-timed because opera has reached a crisis 
point: audiences are in decline, production costs are rising, and opera’s position as an elite, or the elite 
cultural form, grows increasingly distant. Since the rise of modernism, opera has struggled to maintain 
its relevance because the ‘social and cultural conditions that formed the pillars of the genre for three 
centuries and made opera a coherent whole’ were ‘irretrievably’ dismantled (Dolar 2001, 3). This has 
caused scholars like Mladen Dolar to describe the genre as ‘emphatically finished’, hanging on 
contemporarily via a ‘stubborn, zombielike existence’ enabled by new technologies and media (ibid). 
Dolar believes that the ‘posthumous success’ of opera is possible because it enacts ‘a redoubled or 
mediated fantasy’ (ibid) evoking a remembrance of a (European) past where ‘mythical community was 
able to offer the grain of fantasy needed to constitute the real community’ (ibid, 3-4).  
This fantasy has been aggressively protected and maintained by the world’s major opera houses and 
companies, which remain fixated on reproducing the transcendent spectacle of historical opera through 
the reproduction of a canon consisting primarily of nineteenth century opera. Anecdotal surveys suggest 
that production of works by living composers in the world’s major opera houses and festivals comprise 
less than 10% of the total number of productions in a given year (Dornic 1994). Two-thirds of opera 
productions staged reproduce the same fifty core works (ibid), with approximately 66% of the hundred 
most frequently produced operas dating from the nineteenth century (Littlejohn 1992, 21-24). This 
percentage notably excludes productions of Mozart operas, which were composed in the eighteenth 
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century. In effect, opera houses have become museums, displaying the works of ancient masters while 
shutting out influences from contemporary composers.  
Opera is traditionally defined as ‘work intended to be staged, in which singing plays a dominant part in 
portraying the actions and emotions of the characters’ (Arnold et al. 2011). Others like H.M. Brown 
consider these definitions as ‘narrowly conceived’ because there are ‘so many exceptions among the 
operatic works’ that they prefer to define opera ‘more generically’ as ‘drama in which the actors sing 
some or all of their parts’ (2011). H.M. Brown believes that the three principal elements of operatic 
works are ‘music, drama and spectacle’ (ibid), and it is a notion of spectacle, often taking the form of 
opulence and excess, which characterises the form at a macro level. Contemporary understandings of 
opera as a musical genre draw upon notions of spectacle as embodied by the excess of operatic vocal 
production—understood as loud, unamplified singing, where the vocal tone often exhibits rich 
harmonic overtones and vibrato—which is peculiar when held up alongside mainstream popular music 
vocal styles. Historical opera, primarily nineteenth century works, are the most available kinds of opera, 
and have largely come to constitute how opera is perceived within contemporary Western cultures: old 
music largely sung in Italian, French and German, performed in conservative and elite environments like 
opera houses. Consequently, the markers of “opera” that circulate in contemporary cultures are a highly 
specific mode of unamplified vocal production most often positioned inside Western art music 
composed in the classical and romantic periods.  
This exegesis does not deploy a fixed definition of opera to regulate discussion, rather I have drawn 
upon opera as a current day musical genre employing a vocal style, and/or elements of spectacle, 
narrative, and structure that signify as opera. Such works may or may not be located inside traditional 
environments such as opera houses. Opera is a notion defined by its participants: composers, 
conductors, directors, performers, and audiences. As such, the operas to which we have access, inform 
our participation in the art form and effectively constitute the genre for us both individually and 
collectively. My definition of “opera” is extremely broad because my participation in the form has been 
quite diverse. Therefore, I consider that a work calling itself opera or actively employing one or more 
markers of the genre, is entitled to consideration within the genre itself. However this definition may be 
too liberal for other participants in the genre. By positioning my understanding of opera against more 
conservative definitions, I am able to highlight some of the genre’s anachronisms, with the goal of 
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expanding contemporary participation in “opera” in new ways to inform new definitions of what the 
form can be. 
Chapter 3 of this exegesis shows that the consequences of an imbalance between the production of 
historical and contemporary opera serves to entrench sexist and violent portrayals of women in the art 
form. Operatic femininity returns to several motifs: women fall in love (and their love signifies 
achievement or conquest for male characters), women go mad, and women die. In dramas, a woman’s 
death is necessitated because she represents deviant behaviours by means of a character flaw, her 
occupation, ethnicity or her social class. Other women are driven mad by thwarted (sexual) desire, while 
some are sacrificed for their purity to sustain unnatural feminine romantic ideals. In operatic comedies, 
or where they have displayed sufficient heteronormativity, women are married off, signifying the 
pinnacle of their potential and achievement. The construction of these femininities occurs across several 
layers: via the musical score, the libretto text, and the staging.  
Compositional conventions of gender or other markers of identity are subtle, and are built out of 
deviations in chromaticism, timbre, or rhythmic accent. McClary describes these conventions as forming 
a ‘musical semantics of gender’ (1991, 7-8), which is both effective and dangerous because ‘few listeners 
know how to explain how it [music] creates its effects’ (ibid, 53). Narrative and compositional 
conventions intersect around operatic voices because character archetypes are generally mapped to 
specific vocal types. Scholars like André have noted that the narrative convention of a dying soprano 
heroine became commonplace after 1830 (2006, xii) at approximately the same time as male tenor 
voices ‘achieved their full status’ as the ‘leading male character’ (ibid, 3). The inclusion of a dying 
Romantic heroine served several functions: it provided a platform for exhibiting the grief and emotional 
journey of male characters (Rosenfelder 2010); it articulated nineteenth century male anxieties over the 
new roles women were claiming by punishing some of the most visible women (the characters in 
popular operas) ‘for any kind of presumption or ambition, or transgression on their part whatsoever’ 
(ibid); and according to opera director Elaine Padmore, the virtuosity of operatic performances requires 
sacrifice ‘to show off what your woman can do with her wonderful voice and her technique and so on’ 
(ibid).  
Female opera characters are commonly positioned inside experiences of sex, violence and death, over 
which they have little control. This positioning raises the notion of rape in opera, both metaphorical 
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and actual. Abel argues that opera ‘coerces female characters into sexual roles, then makes their 
sexualised bodies the victims of domination and murder’ while proliferating ‘images of sexual acts used 
for power rather than love’, thereby enacting rape (1997, 99). Abel believes that even in the 
circumstances where the heroine seems willing, submitting to violence or becoming complicit by killing 
herself, she is still a victim of sexual violence because opera is a domain where ‘women’s creative voices 
have been largely silent’ (ibid). Consequently, opera becomes a space where ‘men can play out this 
fantasy of the submissive sexualised female victim in the guise of high art’, the pleasure of which is 
increased ‘by watching them suffer and die… with the power of a hundred-piece orchestra behind it, 
every seduction becomes an act of force’ (ibid, 99-100). As a female performer, I find this notion 
disquieting because my body embodies these experiences publicly. If I do not question my role in 
presenting these violent spectacles, I become complicit in their perpetuation within the art form. This 
forms the basis of the dilemma I have encountered in my practice as an opera singer, and motivates this 
research enquiry. 
My performing body has not escaped the production of feminine stereotypes. Through a decade of 
vigorous vocal training, I have crafted my body to produce the sounds necessary for the generation of 
operatic spectacle and transcendence. Chapter 2 addresses vocal pedagogy to highlight the way language, 
pedagogy and philosophy conspired to distance operatic voice from the physicality of the (female) 
singing body. Operatic vocal pedagogy developed concurrently with operatic composition. Many of the 
earliest vocal composers, such as Guilio Caccini, also wrote extensively about desirable vocal technique 
and methods of training the voice to achieve these ends. In writing about vocal pedagogy, a variety of 
rhetoric has emerged to describe and modify the sensation of singing within the body. In particular, a 
strong idea that has carried through from nineteenth century vocal pedagogy to the present via teachers 
like E. Herbert-Caesari is the notion that there is a “natural” vocal technique that a singer intrinsically 
possesses, but which has been deviated from and must be reclaimed via training. Rather than revealing 
the voice, what is being perpetuated by operatic ideas of a “natural” voice is a covering of the voice, 
metaphorically and literally. In the search for beautiful tone, the singer loses not just the effort, but also 
the exact sensation of singing. The ultimate goal of desirable operatic tone is, effectively, 
disembodiment, and through disembodiment to produce a transcendent experience for the listener and 
erase the markers of the singer’s physical body. Within this context, my performing body has been 
fashioned in a lineage defined by male composers and largely, male pedagogues. My inheritance within 
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this tradition is a voice that is effective in signifying exotic or otherworldly transcendence, and one 
which has been applied to obscure the violent fates of the female characters I perform. My inability to 
direct these transcendent significations towards more positive outcomes for female characters has 
created an ethical problem in my practice, emphasised by the constraints of historical repertoire. 
Deviations from transcendent timbres are not permitted when performing repertory opera, so there is 
little ability to produce sonic colours signifying wrong, injustice or dissent. This is left to the (male) 
composer’s discretion in the musical notation, that must be adhered to above all else. Within this 
repertory, and without access to composition, female performers cannot shift the application of their 
voices away from production of historical feminine archetypes that meet violent ends. Consequently, 
this research project tests whether access to composition can be employed by a female opera singer to 
reconfigure the kinds of gender enacted in her performing body. 
Chapter 4 provides a context review of compositions and artists who have challenged operatic and 
classical music forms since the 1950s. These challenges fall loosely into six categories: experimental 
opera works from inside the classical tradition from the 1950s-1980s, produced by figures such as 
Sylvano Bussotti, Luciano Berio, John Cage, Philip Glass and Robert Ashley, who dismantled 
traditional modes of operatic composition and experimented with operatic structures in performance; 
the appropriation of operatic vocal production into pop-rock-electro recordings of the 1970s-1990s by 
performer-composers, for example, Diamanda Galas, Nina Hagen and Klaus Nomi, who antagonised 
the aesthetics and methods of operatic vocal production by incorporating every conceivable vocal sound 
into their repertoire for emotional, dramatic, or comic means; the incorporation of operatic arias into 
chillout electronica recordings of the 1990s and 2000s by performers, producers and DJs like Paul 
Schwartz, Daz Nuance and Lord Vanger, who appropriated canonical arias and remixed them with 
impunity, adding an “exotic” operatic layer to their music with successful commercial outcomes; an 
overview of female composers-performers from the 1990s-present such as Tori Amos and Björk, who 
were educated in the classical tradition and subsequently returned to exploring classical and experimental 
compositional techniques after establishing themselves as successful popular music artists; the emergence 
of postclassical composition, amalgamating orchestral instrumentation with minimalist ambient 
electronic aesthetics in the 2000s realised by classical performer-composers such as Max Richter, 
Jóhann Jóhannsson and Nico Muhly; and experimentation with technology-centred live performances 
of opera applying innovative approaches to staging during the 2000s-2010s by artist like Phillips and 
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van Veen, The Knife and Tod Machover. Charting this trajectory reveals that operatic forms and 
vocalities have been continually challenged since the 1950s and although the majority of these challenges 
have occurred outside operatic institutions, they are, nonetheless, influencing the presentation and 
perception of opera in popular culture, often with deliberately commercial aims.  
Chapter 5 explains how The Pomegranate Cycle models a new kind of operatic narrative structure and 
confronts the conventions of narrative and voice that have formed the backbone of historical operatic 
composition. When the operatic form emerged in late 16th Century Florence, its exponents conceived it 
as being a rebirth of ancient Greek theatre. In order to best engage the history of operatic composition, 
The Pomegranate Cycle drew its narrative from an Ancient Greek myth, the “Rape of Persephone”, 
which is described in the Homeric and Claudian poems. This myth was useful on multiple levels. 
Firstly, its narrative explores female experiences of violence, but the central female characters all survive 
and gain a degree of power and autonomy. Persephone is raped and abducted into the underworld but 
subsequently freed at the behest of her mother, Demeter, and goes on to wield great power. Secondly, 
the narrative concerns women at different stages of their lifecycle and growth. Thirdly, and as a 
consequence of the previous notions, Persephone has become a symbol for various feminist endeavours, 
including the evolution of female spirituality, sexuality and sexual awakening, the relationship between 
women, family and community, the psychoanalysis of mother-daughter relationships, and recovery from 
mental illness. Accordingly, the Persephone myth lends itself to the cause of reworking opera because 
the figure of Persephone has become a feminist rallying point for change. 
Unlike nineteenth century opera, where the heroine’s death is used to produce the emotional and 
romantic climax, The Pomegranate Cycle’s narrative is written along a trajectory of healing. Kore is 
young and hopeful until she is stolen, experiences violence, and faces the anguish and terror of her hurt 
and captivity. She is freed, but her experiences have transformed her into her adult self, who encounters 
societal condemnation. Kore’s transformation is signified when she takes on a new name, Persephone. 
As Persephone, she angrily refutes accusations made against her, and calls for justice and solidarity with 
all other victims of violence. In doing so, Persephone recaptures some of her girlhood daydreams for the 
future. In other words: she lives, she voices and she regains joy. Woven into this story is Demeter’s 
search for her daughter, her own anger, and her ferocious dissent against the patriarchy which has 
permitted her daughter’s violation. In this way, the women in The Pomegranate Cycle resist operatic 
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character clichés. Their emotional journeys are paramount, and their grief and recovery is not contrived 
to establish an emotional trajectory for a male character.  
Conventions of operatic form encode different kinds of femininity to different voice types, with 
soprano voices most often representing the youthful romantic heroines, mezzo-sopranos representing 
morally deviant women or secondary characters like mothers and servants, and contralto voices 
representing older women and secondary characters1. In writing the women of The Pomegranate Cycle, 
I chose to represent them by way of a single operatic voice in order to break with these stereotypes. 
Additionally, this choice actualises the thematic idea of lifecycles, as maiden, mother and crone, who 
embody different seasons within a single year, which is central to popular interpretations of the 
Persephone myth. The Pomegranate Cycle also confronts two other operatic narrative and vocal 
conventions, that of the operatic chorus and opera’s masculine voice of authority (usually maintained by 
bass voices portraying kings and priests, or associated with the tenor hero). Chorus voices, representing 
the moral trajectory of the community, are disempowered in their delivery because they are realised by 
distinctly artificial virtual choir instruments in The Pomegranate Cycle. Similarly, the authoritative 
voice is transferred from a sung character to a spoken narrator’s voice in order to strip it of any 
transcendent qualities associated with operatic singing. In changing the configuration of operatic voices, 
The Pomegranate Cycle seeks to remodel the positioning of female voices within operatic narrative to 
afford them primacy within a narrative directed towards female experiences and healing, rather than 
having these voices construct Persephone’s exquisite demise.  
Through The Pomegranate Cycle, I propose that by both allowing women access to composition, and 
by contemporising operatic forms, women can effect change in the operatic tradition. Contemporising 
opera requires two processes, firstly, balancing the repertory with contemporary compositions, and 
secondly, allowing the operatic form to encompass modern aesthetics, modern modes of production and 
modern narratives. Both contemporisation and access are most easily achieved through the mediation of 
music recording and production technologies. Chapter 6 positions the classical music tradition within 
the context of recording cultures to show that these technologies have already impacted classical music 
significantly, and therefore possess great creative importance which has hitherto been minimised. This 
creative role is especially important today because most people listen to classical music via recorded 
media, rather than attending live performances. Subsequently, live performances are a special, not an 
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everyday occurrence, and as such, the dominance of recorded media needs to be given greater 
consideration in the construction of the art form.  
Within classical genres, music production technologies are kept separate from the tasks of composition 
and performance for the majority of practitioners. The rhetoric of the classical genre is that music is a 
separate entity brought forth by the composer, realised to a greater or lesser degree by the conductor 
and performers, and then documented by the producer or engineer, who is tasked with reproducing the 
concert hall’s ‘best seat in the house’ within the domestic environment (Symes 2004, 62). The recorded 
concert hall is an aesthetic, painstakingly constructed by recording engineers using a complex array of 
recording, editing and processing techniques which, although just as involved as popular music variable 
sonic realities, is rarely acknowledged as such. This has caused thinkers such as Symes to depict classical 
recordings as ‘a joint creation between the engineer and the listener’ who allow themselves to be ‘tricked 
into thinking that its musical representation is real’ (ibid). The lack of recognition of the importance of 
recording to the development of classical music in the twentieth century is the legacy of nineteenth 
century concepts of the work, the role of the composer, and the quest for manual human virtuosity. 
However, recording directly challenges these concepts. Recording possesses a dual capacity to fix music 
in the style of writing/notation, but also to replay it as an experiential audio artefact, and as such, it has 
complicated the understanding of the musical work for classical music practitioners. There are now two 
“sites” for the work that are fixed and repeatable, the notated “musical text” and the “recorded text”. 
These dual texts interact to inflect live performance and create new sites and experiences of listening to 
classical music.  
Recording technologies rupture notions of virtuosity, with editing processes perfecting flawed 
performances and virtual orchestras replacing human players in live and recorded performances. These 
processes, but especially the development of synthesiser and virtual instrument technologies, confront 
classical music institutional authorities by calling into question the regulation of the tradition via the 
perfection of its manual crafts. Godlovitch says that in classical music the ‘fully skilled performance’ is 
what institutes value because it is ‘objectively a record of greater mastery’, and is therefore a legitimate 
display of virtuosity (Godlovitch 1998, 58). Godlovitch argues that legitimacy is central to the classical 
music form because if legitimacy did not ‘figure in the value vested in performance, the differences in 
the legitimate and rigged concerts would be irrelevant’ (ibid). The goal then with classical music 
performance is ‘perfectionism’, and according to Godlovitch, this requires that the performance ‘be both 
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flawless and flawlessly given’ (ibid). According to Godlovitch’s model, virtuosity and tradition are 
displayed and consumed via live-manual-human performances of classical music. Technologies disrupt 
the physicality of the players’ craft and therefore cannot generate value within the classical music 
tradition. Godlovitch contends that classical music’s resistance to ‘electronic encroachment is best 
understood by recognizing that musical instruments are not mere tools for their users’; rather, their 
value extends beyond sound output ‘in isolation’, and is generated in combination with ‘mastery and a 
hierarchy of skilled practitioners’ (ibid, 69). As such, classical music performance communities ‘value 
their instruments partly because of the handicaps they impose between player and result. Such handicaps 
are deliberately chosen and accepted’ because ‘instrumental challenges ensure that such hierarchies of 
skill survive’ (ibid). Thus, the problem with recording technologies is that they remove some of these 
handicaps, opening the classical music tradition to composers and players who otherwise might not gain 
access because of its stringent regulations. Specifically in my work, I am interested in how these 
recording technologies open the tradition to greater participation of women, particularly in the role of 
composer, where these technologies have their most obvious and useful application. 
Chapter 6 proposes a Do-It-Yourself approach to composition for fledgling female composers, using 
technology such as virtual orchestral instruments. When the term DIY is applied to music communities 
or musical products, it commonly references historical popular music subcultural movements which 
sought to delineate space outside and against “mainstream” cultures by harnessing the modes of music 
production, distribution and performance. DIY is no longer subversive in popular music cultures 
because the accessibility of recording technologies and digital modes of distribution has normalised 
DIY processes within popular music practice. Conversely, DIY remains challenging to classical music 
forms precisely because it declares its independence from classical music’s regulated “guild” structure, 
and also because it evokes a kinship to popular music cultures. As such, DIY offers contemporary 
classical music composers and performers a way of exploring their craft outside classical music’s usual 
structures or regulation. By forging an independent path of composition, Chapter 6 also proposes a 
contemporisation of classical music forms by freely exploring approaches to music production and 
recording process in the way that popular musicians do, rather than striving to reproduce the contrived 
aesthetic of the classical music “concert hall”.  
Chapter 7 explains how the DIY processes enabled the composition recording and performance of The 
Pomegranate Cycle. The overall design of The Pomegranate Cycle was premised on economy with one 
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singer and one laptop forming the sonic basis of the work. As a recorded project, this minimised the 
need for sourcing, rehearsing, coordinating and recording other musicians, which, in turn, reduced the 
complexity and expense of the process enormously. The Pomegranate Cycle utilised free or cheap 
spaces for the recording, and I produced all of the recordings myself. As a staged work, The 
Pomegranate Cycle was realised with minimal sets, costumes and props by setting the show to a 
backdrop of video projections. Volunteers filled additional cast and crew roles. Subsequently, the work 
was supported by full and part stagings at festivals, rock concerts and roller derby events. These 
opportunities were made available through my connections within experimental music communities, 
who generally maintain a friendlier attitude to emerging female composers than classical music 
communities do. Additionally, Chapter 7 also explains how virtual orchestras can be used to simulate 
the timbres of acoustic orchestras to generate new hyper-real sonic potentialities within classical music 
composition not delimited by human manual craft. Coupling this application of virtual instrument 
timbres with popular music style production aesthetics in The Pomegranate Cycle allowed me to 
explore aesthetic contemporisation of the operatic form along side new modes of access.    
The location of women’s compositional practices within feminism and postmodernism is discussed in 
Chapter 8. Classical music’s metanarratives were constructed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  
Central aspects of these metanarratives were: a philosophical rhetoric of divine inspiration associated 
with composition; reverence towards a composer’s genius and vision; the conception of musical works 
as pure, abstract and contained by the musical score; the regulation and strict adherence to pedagogical 
and performance “craft” traditions; and an embedded idea that listening to classical music offered an 
experience which was universal, transcendent, intellectually and creatively elevated, and pure. Unlike 
most other art forms, classical music’s metanarratives are still entrenched in the contemporary 
demarcation of the tradition and continue to inform what constitutes classical music compositional 
style, performance, production, and pedagogy.  
The maintenance of these metanarratives contributes to women’s exclusion from authorial roles. In 
Australia in 2001, 83% of professional composers were male (Cultural Ministers Council Statistics 
Working Group 2007, 6). Consequently, the role of composer is generally less welcoming for women, 
in part because there are fewer professional role models and teachers. Women who compose classical 
music stand out, unfortunately, because they are women. This is due not only to their contemporary 
absence from the profession, but also to an almost total absence of women in the classical music 
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repertory. While a feminist positioning and a postmodernist positioning may similarly aspire to 
destabilise the metanarratives that sustain classical music, many feminists consider that ‘feminism’s 
modus operandi has been colonised by postmodernists’ who are principally male and have ‘tended to 
ignore feminism’ (Macarthur 2002, 24). Whilst my work reflects postmodern values, and may be 
consumed as a representation of postmodern culture, my motivations are feminist, and I choose to 
position my compositions in this light. This is partly a practicality, since the vagary of the term 
‘postmodernism’ can serve no political purpose in my work. By applying the label “feminist” to myself, 
I indicate the political action implicit in my role as composer. 
Chapter 9 situates The Pomegranate Cycle as a configuration of operatic, ambient, electronic, 
minimalist, experimental, and cinematic compositional styles, using a traditional mode of operatic vocal 
production. Combining these aesthetics together aligns The Pomegranate Cycle with the postclassical 
genre as it represents a serious attempt at engaging both the operatic and the electronic music traditions, 
while stylistically balancing comfortably between these two sound cultures. However, this location is 
also problematic because postclassical music is, like its parent tradition, male-centric, and therefore 
presents barriers of access for emerging female composers. Rather than seeking entry to classical music 
cultures via a postclassical location, The Pomegranate Cycle positions itself within experimental 
electronic music genres. This has opened up performance, broadcast and recording opportunities. 
Additionally, the use of virtual instruments to realise the work’s composition sits in opposition to the 
approach taken by most postclassical composers, who prefer to produce their work with acoustic 
instruments and augment these timbres with electronic processing.   
As a stage production, The Pomegranate Cycle most strongly resembles experimental opera projects 
such as Phillips and van Veen’s re-composition of Ariadne auf Naxos within Opéra de Montréal’s 
technOpéra program. The Pomegranate Cycle is one of only a handful of projects to combine 
electronic music aesthetics with opera in a live performance context, and it is the only project to date 
which has taken this approach from the perspective as a solo practitioner. Bringing together these 
practices in The Pomegranate Cycle has provided a female opera singer a way of entering into dialogue 
with the operatic tradition through the occupation of multiple artistic roles: that of composer and 
producer, in addition to singer. In doing so, it highlights and reconfigures the parts of the tradition that 
I, as a singer, have find most troubling, primarily aspects which reinforce sexism in operatic works and 
the exclusion of women from positions of power within operatic institutions.  
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Gender matters to me, firstly because my performing body transmits the gender politics of opera, but 
also because, as an opera singer, I am invested in the continuance of opera. Archaic representations of 
women in opera become harder for (female) audiences to digest and threaten opera’s ability to remain 
relevant and connect with new audiences. Through The Pomegranate Cycle, I have examined the 
potential of self-directed, technologically mediated composition as a mechanism for enabling women’s 
authorial voices in opera. Thus, my objective has been to reconfigure gender stereotypes perpetuated in 
the tradition by its dependence on historical repertory. By situating this investigation within a practice-
based research project, I have been able to demonstrate that the use of music technologies within DIY-
oriented processes can circumvent the restrictions that normally prevent women’s participation in 
composing. Production technologies, for example, virtual orchestras and laptop-based DAWs, allow 
women to realise orchestral timbres without needing access to the ensembles or institutions which 
would normally act as gate keepers to the classical music tradition. Technologically enabled DIY 
processes allow women to compose operas that represent contemporary ideas of femininity, from a 
feminist perspective, leaving behind archaic representations of gender in the process. The ability of this 
practice-based research project to feed back into the classical music tradition itself is yet to be 
established. However, by instituting a mode of practice that breaks down the barriers of entry, I can 
continue to model new feminist modes of opera which I can, in good conscious, represent in my 
performing body. If more women follow on from my beginnings, perhaps we will generate enough 
groundswell to either impact operatic representations of women from within the tradition, or to form 
an operatic subgenre standing in opposition.  
1 .2  -  Methodology & Conceptual Framework 
The Pomegranate Cycle is a piece of conceptual and reflective, practice-based research, drawing 
together operatic vocal performance, music production and composition within the frameworks of 
feminist musicology and contemporary music studies.  
The idea that professional practice produces knowledge that can then be leveraged to problem solve and 
innovate that same practice was established by Donald Schön in The Reflective Practitioner: How 
Professionals Think in Action (1983). Schön argues that competent practitioners exhibit a largely tacit 
‘knowing’ in their professional practice, revealing ‘a capacity for reflection in their intuitive knowing in 
the midst of action’ (viii). According to Schön, this capacity for reflection can be used ‘to cope with the 
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unique, uncertain, and conflicted situations’ arising in professional practice (ibid, ix). Schön considers 
that in ‘real-world practice’, problems are not presented to practitioners as givens, rather, they are 
‘constructed from the materials of problem situations which are puzzling, troubling, and uncertain’ 
(ibid, 40). To make sense of problem situations, a practitioner first needs to ‘set’ the problem by 
defining boundaries which ‘impose upon it a coherence which allows us to say what is wrong and in 
what directions the situation needs to be changed’ (ibid).  
In the creative arts, academic research frameworks combined with professional knowledge and artistic 
projects are increasingly being used to make sense of problems encountered during artistic practice. 
Chapters 2 and 3 of this exegesis outline the problem I have encountered as an operatic performer, 
which is driving this thesis: my pedagogical training and opera’s institutional structures have combined 
to constrain my creative output as a female performer to a limited range of repertoires containing deeply 
problematic subject positions defined by opera’s patriarchal history. To find a solution to this problem, 
I have adopted Smith & Dean’s model of creative arts and research processes, which they characterise as 
the ‘iterative cyclic web of practice-led research and research-led practice’, outlined in Figure 1 (Smith 
& Dean 2009, 20). 
Smith & Dean consider that there are many ‘rich and innovative ways in which creative practice can 
constitute, or contribute to, research in the university environment’ (2009, 1). The relationship between 
creative practice and academic research is something they consider to be reciprocal, with practice-led 
research and research-led practice being an interwoven process ‘in an iterative cyclic web’ (ibid). In this 
web, ideas, research, theoretical structures and the development of new techniques are applied to 
different outputs, those of creative work, documentation or publication, in a fluid way. The emphasis 
may lean towards academic research, practice-led research or research led-practice, or it may shift across 
all three areas during different periods of development.   
Smith & Dean believe that research should not be treated ‘monolithically’ (ibid). Instead, they consider 
that definitions of knowledge need to take into account non-verbal and non-numerical forms of 
knowledge transmission that are evident in the sonic and visual arts (ibid). A practice-based research 
model is relevant to my project since I am trying to make sense of a problem which affects my 
performing body and is also concerned with the delivery and reception of musical content to an 
audience. Because musical performance and its reception is comprised of kinaesthetic sensation and has 
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a significant non-verbal component, it is logical that I also work with performance as a means of 
informing and distributing the outcomes of my enquiry.  
Figure 1 :  A model  of  creat ive  arts  and research processes :  the i terat ive  cyc l ic  web of  
pract ice-led research and research-led pract ice  (Smith & Dean 2009,  20) 
 
Smith & Dean’s iterative cyclic web is a useful model because it allows for quantitative, qualitative and 
conceptual research methodologies to be incorporated into a practice-oriented project (ibid, 4-5). The 
Pomegranate Cycle has been driven by conceptual research integrated and experimented with in a 
creative process involving composition, recording and live performance. Smith & Dean characterise 
conceptual research as being concerned with ‘argument, analysis and the application of theoretical ideas’ 
(ibid, 4). They conceive a conceptual approach as most relevant for practice-led research practitioners 
‘concerned with the relationship between theory and practice’ (ibid, 5). 
According to Smith & Dean, practice-led research was developed by creative practitioners partly for 
‘political purposes’ within higher education and other professional settings to ‘explain, justify and 
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promote’ their activities ‘as forcefully as possible in an often unreceptive environment’ (ibid, 2). As a 
feminist performer and composer working within fairly conservative institutional classical music 
environments, my desire to reposition my performing body, along with the operatic art form more 
generally, is similarly, politically motivated. I have used feminist musicology, particularly the ideas of 
Susan McClary and Catherine Clément, along with those of feminist philosopher Adriana Cavarero, as 
a foundation for challenging operatic conventions of composition and performance. Feminist 
musicology, along with contemporary music studies, have provided key frameworks for locating and 
trouble-shooting both the problems I have encountered in my professional practice and the ways 
gendered hierarchies have been entrenched in the Western classical tradition. This exegesis is not a 
traditional work of musicology because it is fundamentally concerned with the Western musicological 
tradition and the way that tradition has valourised classical music structures at the expense of women's 
authorship. 
In Writing Through Music (2007), Jann Pasler has tried to articulate her positioning as a feminist 
musicologist, stating that she has become ‘increasingly aware’ of how her perspective as a woman affects 
the questions she asks, the materials she examines and the methods she uses (5). Referencing Adrienne 
Rich, Pasler believes that thinking and listening “like a woman” has led her to interrogate:  
..assumptions such as Western superiority; the story of music as a succession of heroes, and a 
reflection of the musical tastes and practices of elites; and the march of the canon with works 
by certain composers inevitably dominating musical life. Acknowledging gender, race, and class 
differences pulls back the curtains on much of what matters in life, what determines how we 
see and hear what goes on around us and even how we imagine ourselves (ibid).  
As a female performer and composer working in opera, I have, over ten years of tertiary study and 
emerging professional practice, become increasingly aware of how traditional Western pedagogies of 
operatic vocal training and immersion in institutions that perpetuate the operatic canon of works, have 
fashioned my understating of music, performance and my body as a mediating device. Susan McClary 
argues that music ‘is generally regarded as a neutral—a neuter—enterprise’ (1991, 139). She believes that 
there is an idea that ‘given the same access to training and education, women too will emerge as 
composers, indistinguishable from their male colleagues’ (ibid, 114). This has been my experience of 
operatic practice. When training in a discipline, particularly one as technical as opera, the generation of 
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that discipline becomes invisible while technical and artistic standards are strived for. However, as a 
woman, my performing body has been used to generate very specific, codified displays of gender. These 
generations were always in reference to a grand canonical tradition which historically has not recognised 
woman in authorial roles such as composers and conductors. Women are singers, and particularly since 
the eighteenth century, they sing what has been written for them in a style arbitrated by the conductor. 
While apparently gender neutral, these positions, both historically and contemporarily, are dominated 
by men, and therefore cannot be neutral. Engagement with academic strands of feminist musicology and 
philosophy has allowed me to question and inform my positioning as an opera singer. This is no longer 
passive. Like Pasler, my creative choices are now consciously filtered through my perspective as a 
woman. This perspective is political.  As a result, feminist conceptual frameworks, folded into my 
creative practice, have motivated and guided this project in a circular way, as the iterative cyclic web 
model allows.  
To use the iterative cyclic web as the basic methodology underpinning this research project was a logical 
progression because the problem of female exclusion and archaic representation of women that I have 
encountered in my practice are related to the philosophies and histories driving Western art music 
practice in the present day. This framework has allowed me to identify and investigate the origins of 
this exclusion within traditional musicology, and to look at existing critical responses that have already 
been made from within and outside the tradition (in this case, largely feminist responses). The next step 
was to generate theories about how to approach the problem within my creative practice. Directing 
these theories into the generation of The Pomegranate Cycle opera has allowed me to test them while 
also producing a substantial creative work. I have thereby increased my skill as an artist and been driven 
to form a critically-oriented mode of practice. However, as Figure 1 indicates, this process involved 
many different but interrelated processes, from sketching out musical ideas, testing them as recordings 
and via performances, reworking them based upon additional theoretical research work, and then 
moving forward. At various points in the project, I encountered limitations and technical problems with 
the virtual instrument music software I was using to generate the sounds. In order to solve these 
problems, it was useful to theorise my approach to composition with reference to the kind of discourse 
that these instruments had already generated, both within the classical music tradition and within 
musicology and popular music studies. Consequently, rather than rubbing up against notions that 
virtual instrument timbres are poor imitations of human players with embedded restrictions on 
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“authentic” sound production, I took a different approach and tested the software to see where its 
strengths and weakness were most apparent. I approached the composition of The Pomegranate Cycle 
with these limitations and strengths in mind, and I composed for these instruments rather than for 
abstract human players who would not be realising the work.  
Applying the iterative cyclic web methodology has meant that the work has had many modes of output 
during the project’s various stages of development. These have been located within either academic or 
performance and broadcast contexts. This, in turn, has led to the production of different kinds of 
documentation: recordings, YouTube videos, blogs, reviews, lectures, academic presentations, and 
academic writing in the form of this exegesis. The emphasis has thereby shifted from practice-led 
research to academic research to research-led practice during the course of this project. While this 
process has been extremely fluid, the academic research framework has provided a solid base for making 
sense of the problems I have faced as a music practitioner. The research framework has also given me 
the impetus and tools for, as Schön said, setting the problem, defining boundaries and highlighting 
what is worn, and revealing what needs to be changed to alleviate the problem both within my specific 
practice, and for the art form more broadly. While it is still too early to determine the impact of The 
Pomegranate Cycle on the operatic tradition broadly, the impact of creative-based research has 
transformed my individual artistic process by giving me the skills, methods and confidence to occupy 
the role of composer within a tradition which remains hostile to female composers. On a personal level, 
I have been able to overcome the problems that inspired this research project in the first place. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Examples of these character archetypes are provided in Chapter 2.2. A discussion of the historical development 
of character archetypes and vocal fach occurs in Chapter 3.3.  
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Chapter 2 - Crafting the “Natural” Woman:  Operatic 
Voice and the Metaphorical Body 
When there is a song, melody, and a voice, then there is generally a feminine experience, 
whether or not the composer or performer is a man (and all the more if she is a woman; the 
prima donna is the fulcrum of nineteenth century opera). When, on the other hand, the words 
and their meaning come to the fore, then it is a masculine experience in which the intellect 
reigns sovereign … yet as most divas know, in opera, the song is more important than the 
meaning, the voice matters more than the words, and the music matters more than the story 
(Cavarero 2005, 122). 
2. 1  -  Introduction 
The role of the “voice” is central to contemporary feminist writings on the inscription of gender. Dunn 
and Jones have noted the loaded mechanics of the term “voice”, declaring that for feminists, it can refer 
to a variety of aspirations including cultural agency, political enfranchisement, freedom of expression 
and sexual autonomy (1994, 1). They note also, that the voice as a metaphor has come to be concurrent 
with ideas of written and literary expressions, rather than being something sonically generated or 
anchored to the physical body (ibid). One problem in co-opting the voice as a metaphor, albeit one 
which is meant to empower, is that it obscures both the power-relations present in the physical 
modification of the voice and the physicality of feminine voices within Western art traditions. In 
particular, operatic pedagogical traditions often employ elaborate (and power-driven) metaphors, both 
in discussions of vocal art and to aid modification of the voice through scale and run-based training. 
This chapter confronts the historical rhetoric of the “natural” voice to highlight the way language, 
pedagogy and philosophy have conspired to distance operatic voice from the physicality of the singing 
body.  
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2.2  - Technique within the body 
Richard Miller, a leading contemporary voice specialist argues that technique ‘represents the 
stabilization of desirable coordination during singing. Technique can be “computerised” in the brain 
and the body of the singer’ (Miller 1996a, xvi). To train a female operatic voice from scratch can take 
upwards of 10 years of intense bodily shaping. A training operatic singer should vocalise for at least an 
hour each day, and ideally, will be guided into her craft by a teacher or conservatorium. Vocal 
musculature is exercised and sculpted by vigorous scale training encouraging hyper-real agility, 
projection, control and stamina. Singers learn to position their bodies in ways beneficial to singing and 
acting, to approximate the pronunciation of foreign languages they do not speak, to enhance their aural 
sensitivity towards Western musicality, and they will often learn a secondary musical instrument.  
 
Body modification is a basic premise and pre-occupation of classical vocal training as is evidenced in 
almost every pedagogical manual written on the topic. The following example is from The Functional 
Unity of the Singing Voice by Barbara M. Doscher:  
In the untrained singer, inspiration all too often is accompanied by excessive 
diaphragmatic/abdominal antagonism. The resulting tone is dull and mechanical, rather than 
vital, and forte singing sounds like shouting or barking. In contrast, the steady, coordinated air 
flow of the trained singer is evidence of slow descent of the chest and recession of the 
abdominal wall during expiration. There is no undue tension upon the glottis and the 
articulatory organs. This kind of air flow is unusual for athletes undertaking a strenuous 
physical activity like singing. Rhythmic breathing is most frequently used, but singers inhale at 
irregular intervals and must continually interrupt or reset what Titze calls their “internal 
pacemakers”. These almost continual adjustments of lung volume, rib cage volume, and 
abdominal volume require a degree of skill unimagined by the neophyte singer and certainly 
taken for granted by the general public (1994, 19).  
The gradual and determined modification of a body into a singing “instrument” (a term often used by 
singers and voice teachers), requiring ‘almost continual adjustments’ (ibid), applies to both male and 
female voices. However, teachers commonly approach male and female voices differently2 , in part 
because of physiological differences, but also as a means of directing voices into specific categories of 
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timbre and aesthetics. A female singer can be classified within three basic divisions: soprano, the voice 
highest in pitch, contralto, the lowest resting female voice and mezzo-soprano residing in the range in-
between. Each of these categories can be subdivided into lyric and dramatic, with soprano voice also 
being categorised as soubrette, colouratura and spinto. These categories or fach loosely determine the 
characters that a woman will sing in an opera. Sopranos are often stereotyped as girlish or virtuous 
heroines, such as Susanna in Le nozze di Figaro (Mozart, 1786), Pamina in Die Zauberflöte (Mozart, 
1791), Giulietta in I Capuleti e i Montecchi (Bellini, 1830) and Micaëla in Carmen (Bizet, 1875). 
Mezzo-sopranos often represent women of questionable character such as Carmen in Carmen and 
Dalila in Samson et Dalila (Saint-Saëns, 1877). Mezzo-sopranos also portray heroic men or young 
boys including Romeo in I Capuleti e i Montecchi, Cherubino in Le nozze di Figaro and Hänsel in 
Hänsel und Gretel (Humperdinck, 1893). Contraltos are commonly cast as servants, matriarchs or 
religious figures with examples including Cornelia in Giulio Cesare (Händel, 1724), Lucia in Cavalleria 
rusticana (Mascagni 1890) and Florence Pike in Albert Herring (1947). While these stereotypes do 
not apply to every character in every opera, they have both influenced and been crafted through 
conventions of operatic composition and historical aesthetic preferences for certain voice types. I will 
follow up the historical aesthetics of voice types and narrative conventions in Chapter 3.3 of this 
exegesis.  
Susan McClary discusses the encoding of gender in Western classical music composition in her book 
Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality (1991): 
Beginning with the rise of opera in the seventeenth century, composers worked painstakingly 
to develop a musical semantics of gender: a set of conventions for constructing “masculinity” 
or “femininity” in music. These codes marking gender difference in music are informed by the 
prevalent attitudes of their time. But they also themselves participate in social formation, 
insomuch as individuals learn how to be gendered beings through their interactions with 
cultural discourses such as music. Moreover, music does not just passively reflect society; it also 
serves as a public forum within which various models of gender organisation (along with many 
other aspects of social life) are asserted, adopted, contested and negotiated (McClary 1991, 7-
8).  
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A brief glance into the canons of the operatic idiom reveals inherent patriarchal control of female 
vocality through composition as female composers barely figure at all prior to the twentieth century. 
Composition directs vocal schooling to produce desirable female vocal timbres, and as composition has 
changed, various female timbres and attributes have been preferenced in this training. The troubled, 
dramatic and raw vocality of Maria Callas is different from the lyrical sophistication which characterised 
the singing of Nellie Melba or the florid precision of Louisa Tetrazinni, despite all three sopranos 
claiming to have trained according to bel canto pedagogical traditions3. Prior to recording, written 
scores and pedagogical texts indicate the fashions of female vocality as evolving considerably from the 
early seventeenth century to the beginning of the twentieth century through the rise of the prima donna 
and the shifting of male castrati roles to female mezzo-sopranos4. This fashion is changing again, and 
male countertenors with stylised falsetto voices are replacing their female counterparts in some operatic 
roles. While aesthetic fashions of the period affect vocal timbres, they do not encourage individuality in 
voices. Ideals of voice direct all Western art singers5 towards a uniformity of style, which Leeuwen has 
characterised as ‘a single ideal of articulatory beauty’ (1999, 127). Leeuwen argues that individual singers 
might ‘differ in the degree’ to which they can ‘achieve this ideal’, but they cannot ‘develop their own 
idiosyncratic styles’, or timbres in the way that popular music singers can (ibid). 
2.3  -  Philosophical Threats to the Singing Body 
The physical inscription of vocalities into the body through music performance is lost when the voice is 
taken as a transcendental phenomenon in philosophical and feminist discourses. Adriana Cavarero, in 
her book For More Than One Voice: Towards a Philosophy of Vocal Expression (2005), has tried to 
grapple with philosophical approaches to voice which she sees as having inherently evaded the embodied 
uniqueness of every voice (ibid, 9). From the myth of the Siren to contemporary criticism, Cavarero 
reads the history of operatic song as a place where the gendered tensions of masculine ‘semantics’, as 
speech and reason, encounter the feminine voice, as ‘phonic’ emotion (ibid, 122; 127). In the discourse 
of opera, Cavarero argues, speech is revealed not to ‘coincide immediately and exclusively with its 
semantic substance’  (ibid, 127), and thus becomes a site of confrontation between the polarities of 
‘sonorous texture’ in the voice, which is an ineffable feminine realm, and the ‘verbal signified that it is 
bound to express’ (ibid), which is the masculine realm of reason and meaning. She contends that 
feminine vocality triumphs in this confrontation in two ways. The first way is due to the problem of 
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performing the libretto text: either it is sung in a foreign language, with surtitles and summaries 
approximating its meaning (ibid, 120), or, even when sung in a native tongue, the meanings are often 
effaced for the audience by the singing technique involved in operatic performance which ‘emphasises 
vowels and elides syllabic distinctions’ making the words ‘incomprehensible’ (ibid, 121). The second way 
that vocality triumphs is through the conventions of libretto writing, which Cavarero characterises as the 
‘instrument’ of the ridiculous and kitsch (ibid, 121). Vocality prevails, but problematically constructs, 
the appearance of feminine victory by distracting the audience from the ‘misogynistic laws of the 
western canon’ (ibid, 126) inherent in the libretto. Operatic vocality enables operatic stories to assume 
the ‘sublime’ in order to protect themselves; ‘through words that are unheard yet understood, the ritual 
repeats itself’ (ibid, 125-126). In this sense, argues Cavarero, while the sensual sublime of the vocal is 
what secures operas place as an art, this is not a space of feminine bodies. Rather, gender politics play 
out perpetually as a kind of drag act. Cavarero notes both a literal drag, men-dressed-as-women, and a 
‘”vocal transvestitism”’, where, until the middle of the eighteenth century, castrated male singers would 
‘conserve their “virgin,” or feminine, voice of childhood through surgical intervention … they sacrifice—
or, better, are sacrificed—for the feminine principle of song’ (ibid, 129-130). Going beyond 
‘conventional transvestitism’, female singers, ‘jealous of the careers of the castrati divas’, would try and 
pass themselves off as castrated boys (ibid, 130). Cavarero concludes that the ‘supremacy’ of the 
feminine voice is ‘certain’ because ‘no matter how parodied, falsified, or destabalised, sexual difference 
directs the acoustic sphere towards a precise point of pleasure’ embodied by the prima donna (ibid).  
The danger in accepting that operatic vocality is essentially feminine is not only the loss of the specific 
body to a generalised femininity, but also that if we do, we mistake its creation through patriarchal 
traditions of operatic vocal pedagogy. These traditions, much like the vocality they create, erase the 
signs of their construction, generating the sublime by contriving a metaphorical naturalisation of the 
modification of the singing voice. McClary has noted that classical music ‘is perhaps our cultural 
medium most centrally concerned with denial of the body, with enacting the ritual repudiation of the 
erotic—even (especially) its own erotic imagery’ (1991, 79). She argues that the ‘ongoing academic 
struggle to control music objectively’ exists because ‘music itself is always in danger of being regarded as 
the feminine Other that circumvents reason and arouses desire’ in Western culture (ibid). Certainly, 
there has been an ongoing academic struggle to define Western vocal pedagogy, and I believe a denial of 
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the limitations of the body is a central goal of voice training played out consistently in the rhetoric of 
pedagogy.   
2.4 - Singing Inside the Body 
Singing as an art is anchored precariously between an affective experience of body and mind, eluding 
efforts by artisans, academics and teachers to ‘fix’ performance technique accurately in pedagogical or 
related texts.  The primary mechanics of the voice are internalised beneath the skin, inside the larynx, 
and the voice is released into the world by the wispy vapours of breath. Compared to other classical 
music performance pedagogies, which centre technique on visible parts of the body such as the pianist’s 
hands, this positioning of the voice in the body is obscured, masking the mechanics of technique for the 
voice student. Jerome Hines interviewed 41 opera singers and voice professionals on technique, and 
notes in his preface to Great Singers on Great Singing that the primary problem when trying to write 
about vocal technique was that:  
Most of the interviewees had difficulty at first in verbalising their universe of vocal experience. 
This does not mean that they don’t understand it; it means that they are accustomed to 
thinking about it in the non-verbal language of kinaesthetic sensation. As a result, they tend to 
describe their private little world of vocalism by gestures, shaping of the hands and fingers to 
represent laryngeal and pharyngeal configurations, or using arms and elbows to demonstrate 
use of the diaphragm. Some even resort to pencil and paper, drawing diagrams to project their 
esoteric mechanism of vocal production …. I must admit that I was puzzled on occasion by 
seemingly conflicting views held by respected artists. And yet those views cannot be 
offhandedly rejected by saying that these artists don’t really know what they are doing when 
they sing (Hines 1983, 13-14). 
Hines spends the entirety of his preface dwelling on the problem of establishing a language of 
techniques by means of metaphor and gesture, eventually concluding that, despite all humans possessing 
the same basic anatomy: 
Most every great singer had certain things about the voice that were naturally there from the 
beginning … things that he or she never had to learn (of course this will differ from person to 
	   37	  
person). Later in the career if one of these natural functions of the singer should break down, 
the artist would surely have to struggle to survive (ibid, 14-15). 
In writing this statement, Hines chose to emphasise the words ‘naturally’ and ‘natural’. In his attempt to 
bridge technical gaps between internationally regarded operatic performers, he has, perhaps knowingly, 
reproduced the recurring dilemma of vocal pedagogy. Why can some people sing well, and why cannot 
others? Similarly, is this something that can be taught, or is it simply natural? The baffling variety of 
different techniques and “schools” of singing has not discouraged this rhetoric despite nineteenth and 
twentieth century technology demystifying the physicality of the vocal cords and related mechanisms 
within the body. Most vocal manuals contain precise diagrams of the larynx, the chest, and other parts 
of the body, along with detailed descriptions of their function. The difficulty in wording an affective 
experience of performance is probably a reason for the continuation of these “natural” designs of 
operatic vocal production.  
2.5  -  “Natural” Voice,  No Sensation? 
The idea of a “natural” singer, or “natural” vocal ability, is steeped in the history of operatic and 
Western art music pedagogy. I have encountered the rhetoric of the “natural” voice in my own operatic 
training many times. As a result, it has influenced the way vocal technique has been encoded into my 
body, and now forms part of my vocal heritage. One of my most influential singing teachers was 
Vernon Mackie, who was a pupil of, and advocate for, E. Herbert-Caesari, a famous English singing 
teacher. Herbert-Caseari maintained a detailed history of the development of the “natural” voice in his 
various publications on vocal technique written between 1936 and 19696. According to his writings, the 
beginnings of opera, as we came to understand it, were driven by composer Guilio Caccini and the 
Florentine Camerata, who, since 1600, had moved from debates about voice to the founding of a school 
for solo performance and vocal technique (Herbert-Caesari 1958, 26). The Camerata’s school, 
referenced as the ‘Old Italian School’ of singing (see: endnote six below), is credited by Herbert-
Caesari as being the foundation of the bel canto operatic and pedagogical traditions. On the founding 
of this tradition, Herbert-Caesari states that the Camerata: ‘Sensed, and agreed, that vocal art, to be 
ideal and perfect, must be provided with a solid and tangible mechanical structure – even as the body is 
provided with a skeleton’(1958, 27). These ideas became the basis for a ‘School of Singing’, defined by 
Herbert-Caesari as ‘a body of artists working from the same principles’ (ibid). 
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Herbert-Caesari credits figures from Caccini to Pacchiarotti as belonging to the school, and states that 
during the two hundred years of the Italian School’s existence, one hundred and fifty years of this 
collaboration were spent exploring and building ‘a School of natural vocal mechanics’ (1958, 29). These 
studies were focused on what Herbert-Caesari terms ‘the completely natural voice’ (1958, 31). By 
Herbert-Caesari’s definition, a natural voice is one where the mechanics of the 60 muscles inside the 
larynx and all other associated musculature work in perfect co-ordination (ibid). He explains in detail 
the reasoning behind this, but this is not my concern in this exegesis. Nor am I preoccupied with the 
history behind the Schola Cantorum that Herbert-Caesari provides7. My interest lies in the allegories 
and myths that are told as part of this vocal pedagogy, and the way in which these operate to gender the 
training of the voice. 
For Herbert-Caesari, and for female singers like Louisa Tetrazzini8, the idea of a “natural” voice, or 
“natural” vocal production, becomes code for “good” or “beautiful” production, which is subjective and 
generically implied by their references to bel canto. For an operatic voice to be pleasing or beautiful, it 
must appear to be natural, as in totally un-faked and un-produced. Herbert-Caesari’s statement that 
the born natural singer ‘reveals’ ‘acoustical laws’ to those ‘sufficiently circumvent’ (1958, 36), provides an 
interesting comment on the role of the body in operatic performance. He states elsewhere that training 
is required for all who are not naturals because the voice is ‘mechanically incomplete at the outset’ (ibid, 
42). Rather than revealing the voice, what is being perpetuated by operatic notions of a natural voice is 
the covering of the voice, metaphorically and literally. We lose, in the search for beautiful tone, not just 
the effort, but the exact sensation of singing.  
A lack of sensation equates to vocal freedom in many approaches to vocal pedagogy. Oren Brown has 
stated that singing ‘isn’t so much a matter of making sounds, as it is a matter of learning how to let 
sounds happen’ (1996, xiii). Adele Nisbet, in a recent article on the pedagogy of vocal motor skills, 
clarifies this statement, saying ‘letting sounds happen often means avoiding focus of attention on the 
biomechanics of the physical act of singing’ (2010, 103). Voice teachers continue to use a historical 
adage ‘L’italiano non ha gola’, which translates as the Italian singer ‘has no throat’ (Shakespeare 1909, 
21), an exclamation of praise attributed to the Italian School by Herbert-Caesari (1958, 36-37). When 
Herbert-Caesari used the term L’italiano non ha gola’, he clarified its meaning as the singer having ‘no 
restriction, constriction, obstruction and certainly is not conscious of any particular part or parts of the 
vocal organ while in action’ (ibid, 37). Therefore, in naturalising, or mechanising the classical voice, not 
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only does the “good” voice become effortless, but it also becomes disembodied. This disembodiment of 
voice contrasts with the grainy physicality of voice found in either rock or country music. However, as 
with classical vocal pedagogy, Carriage and Hayward note that country singers often require an 
advanced vocal technique to convey a ‘natural’ and ‘unaffected’ country vocal quality (2003, 115). Here 
‘natural’ and ‘unaffected’ qualities are constructed by foregrounding ‘the human, biomechanical aspects 
of voice production’ (ibid). 
 
The idea of the “natural” institutes a process of authentication, and what constitutes authenticity in 
both classical and country vocal production. The point of contrast is the physicality or embodiment of 
the voice. In operatic and classical music, the conception of natural vocality is encoded as disembodied 
and transcendent whereas country vocality encourages metaphorical links to the physicality of the land 
and soil. However, the removal of physicality is only ostensibly encouraged in operatic vocal pedagogy: 
the differences of timbre and musical interpretation, that is, the individual grain of notable singers, are 
cherished and hotly contested.  
2.6 – Vocal Grain & Transcendence 
Barthes has notably stated that the operatic voice is stripped of fleshly presence, possessing a ‘grain 
which little signifies’ because it is given over entirely to dramatic expressivity (1977, 181). In making this 
aside, Barthes is drawing a distinction between opera and art-song as genres, not as vocal timbres.  The 
latter would be impossible to do because operatic and art vocalities are rooted in the same technical 
pedagogies. As a consequence, Barthes reads opera as being caught up in its dramatic locus, eliding the 
grain because it does not signify the body but the narrative. Cavarero’s reading of operatic voice as 
eroding its narrative calls into question Barthes’s brief dismissal of operatic vocal grain. However, she 
also contends Barthes’s understanding of the voice as a ‘pathway’ or ‘pivotal joint between body and 
speech’. This, she argues, focuses consideration of grain onto ‘a vocality that far from being a pure and 
simple sonority, or merely a bodily reminder, consists in a power relating to speech. And, at the same 
time, he [Barthes] discourages every perspective that would find in uniqueness and in relationality the 
fundamental sense of this power’ (2005: 15).   
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It is this “gap” of uniqueness, the physical individuated vocality of song escaping regimes of 
signification in its performance, that makes operatic voice sublime, unspeakable and naturalised, 
allowing it to move beyond the simple encoding of technique into the body and the limitations of its 
masculine words. This is why, despite nearly ten years of operatic training, the sound of my voice still 
resembles, in essence, the singing voice I started with. One day, my voice may reach a “sublime”, 
whereby it becomes an affective medium for those who hear it, but it will still be recognisable as my 
timbre, as belonging to, and coming from my body. Because my voice belongs to my body, and I choose 
to transform it into an operatic singing instrument, what I sing and how I sing it becomes a point of 
tension: it defines what kinds of women I am. 
2.7 - Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a brief introduction to operatic vocal pedagogies by looking at the way 
rhetoric constructs and instructs a training singer’s body-voice relationship. While this process is 
intensely physical, the positioning of the voice inside the body where the primary mechanism cannot be 
seen has contributed to the obfuscation of the vocal processes within pedagogical and philosophical 
discourses. However, what is at stake is the singer’s experience and conception of their own physical 
singing body. Consequently, the process of bodily inscription through pedagogy has important political 
and cultural ramifications. Since these pedagogies have been developed within a patriarchal tradition and 
are used to produce performances of musical texts which portray troubling representations of women, 
the use of my performing body to generate these representations is extremely concerning. My concern 
motivates this research enquiry. The extent to which opera reproduces troubling portrayals of women 
will be discussed in the following chapter. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 A case in point is Richard Miller who has written separate books devoted to training male and female voices. 
For female voices see: Training Soprano Voices (Miller 2000). For male voices, Miller has written two separate 
books. See: Training Tenor Voices (Miller 1993) and Securing Baritone, Bass-Baritone, and Bass Voices (Miller 
2008).  
 
3 Callas described her training in bel canto as ‘not just a method of “beautiful singing”… rather bel canto is a 
method of singing, a sort of straight jacket you must put on’ (Ardoin 2003, 3). Nellie Melba’s teacher Mathilde 
Marchesi, noted for producing bel canto singers of caliber, wrote several pedagogical volumes on singing. 
Marchesi famously advocated against national schools or styles of singing, stating that there were ‘only two Vocal 
Schools in the whole world: the good, from which the best results are obtained, and the bad, in which the reverse 
is the case ’(Marchesi 1972, 10). The contested nature of vocal pedagogy in general, and the mythology 	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surrounding terms like bel canto are hazardous for training singers. To address this, James Stark wrote the 
volume Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy (2003).  In it, Stark describes bel canto as ‘a term in search of a 
meaning, a label that is widely used but only vaguely understood’, resulting in ‘no consensus among music 
historians or voice teachers’ as to its ‘precise application’ (Stark 2003, 17). Stark notes that the problem stems 
form the connotations of the term, which ‘range over many aspects of vocal history and pedagogy, including 
several “golden ages” of singing, a number of specific techniques of voice production, and a variety of stylistic 
vocal idioms’ (ibid). 
 
4 For an account of this process, see: Voicing Gender: Castrati, Travesti and the Second Woman in Early-
Nineteenth-Century Italian Opera (André 2006).  
  
5 There are some distinctions of vocal aesthetic ideals between art music genres. Straight tone singing is a viable 
choice in early music repertoire, but would not be acceptable in Romantic opera. 
 
6 The idea of there being a “natural” mode of voice production that has become corrupted in a struggling singer’s 
body was not isolated to Herbert-Caesari. Floyd S. Muckey published a monograph in 1915, entitled The 
Natural Method of Voice Production in Speech and Song, which defined natural voice production as ‘very 
clearly stated by our natural law, i.e., non-interference with the action of the vocal chords and full use of the 
resonance space’ (Muckey 1915, 78). Judith Litante, a contemporary of Herbert-Caesari, published A Natural 
Approach To Singing in 1959. Litante took the approach that ‘all vocal difficulties have been artificially created’ 
(Litante 1959, 2). She argued that singing was ‘ideally a natural and spontaneous act greatly dependent upon 
physical well-being’ and was disrupted by ‘the imposition of a highly unnatural civilization’ (Litante 1959, 3). 
More recently, Larra Browning Henderson, in her book on ‘vocal technology’ (Browning Henderson 1991, ii), 
wrote: ‘In the fifty years I have taught voice, I have heard many voices that were physically damaged because they 
were being used in a way that was incompatible with the natural musical instrument. Vocal technique must be 
compatible with natural physiology and anatomy’ (Browning Henderson 1991, xvi).  During 2004 I studied 
voice with Vernon Mackie while he was writing Bel Canto: The Essence of Vocal Art. Mackie, a former pupil of 
Herbert-Caesari, chiefly concerned himself with reviving Herbert-Caesari’s pedagogical tradition. He described 
bel canto as ‘the application of nature’s laws appropriate to singing technique as nurtured and propounded by the 
Schola Cantorum in Italy’(Mackie 2004, 7).  
 
There appears to be a revival of the idea that we all possess a “natural” voice, and can utilise techniques to 
discover, recover or repair it. There are numerous online guides dedicated to finding “your natural singing voice” 
and also an online network of ‘Natural Voice Practitioners’ (http://www.naturalvoice.net/ accessed: 2011-05-
23). Other recent books have included Singing is Natural (Rainbolt 1997), Freeing the Natural Voice: Imagery 
and Art in the Practice of Voice and Language (Linklater 2006), and Is Your Voice Telling On You?: How to 
Find and Use Your Natural Voice (Boone 1997), with the latter two volumes chiefly concerned with the spoken 
voice.  Theodore Dimon has also released a monograph entitled Your Body, Your Voice: The Key to Natural 
Singing and Speaking in September of 2011.  
 
7 Herbert-Caesari’s writing rarely references external sources, and this was not atypical for his period. On a brief 
search, I could not find sources to support Herbert-Caesari’s claims of the Camerata making a particular study of 
a “natural” vocal pedagogy, or of this process being a ‘sustained united endeavour’ (Herbert-Caesari 1958, 29) of 
the Italian vocal schools that emerged. It is clear that members of the Camerata, such as Caccini, considered vocal 
technique important to the aesthetic style of singing they were trying to cultivate in their compositions. Stark has 
stated that Caccini’s preface to Le nouve musiche (published in 1602) contained ‘the clearest statement of the 
day concerning the essential elements of the new affective style of singing’, using the word ‘affetto’ to suggest the 
ability of certain vocal techniques to arouse a strong emotional response from the listener’ (Stark 2003, 180). 
According to Grout, the Camerata were influential but not solely responsible for the flourishing of the theories 
of “new music” emanating from Florence at the end of the Sixteenth Century (Grout 1988, 43). While the 	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development of vocal technique was a preoccupation of many notable composers, and Italy did see the 
establishment of various Schola Cantorum training singers in vocal and musical craft, it was probably more fluid 
than Herbert-Caesari’s rhetoric allows.   
 
8 See: (Caruso & Tetrazzini 1975, 10). 
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Chapter 3 - The Transcendental Deathmachine: Women 
in Operatic Narratives, or, A Case for New Work 
Opera concerns women. No, there is no feminist version; no, there is no liberation. Quite the 
contrary: they suffer, they cry, they die. Singing and wasting your breath can be the same thing. 
Glowing with tears, their decolletés cut to the heart, they expose themselves to the gaze of 
those who come to take pleasure in their pretended agonies. Not one of them escapes with her 
life, or very few of them do… (Clément 1989, 11) 
Where would opera be without dead women? It’s hard to think of another art form more 
umbilically dependent upon female mortality. Female corpses simply litter the opera stage… 
when it comes to the most popular tragic operas it’s simply undeniable that whether through 
suicide, murder, asphyxiation, drowning, execution, consumption, leaping off a balcony, dying 
in an avalanche, or even singing herself to death … to a disconcerting extent it’s the soprano and 
occasionally the mezzo-soprano who gets the chop (Rosenfelder 2010).  
3 . 1  -  Introduction 
Why do women always die in opera? This question was the impetus for Naomi André’s monograph 
Voicing Gender (2006), and has been a central focus of feminist and queer discussions of opera. 
Clément (1989), Hutcheon & Hutcheon (2004), and Abel (1996) have all addressed the recurrence of 
death for female operatic protagonists and its apparent relish by operatic audiences. While the 
construction of identity in classical music is not stable, femininity often returns to several motifs in 
dramatic opera: women fall in love (and their love signifies achievement or conquest for male 
characters), women go mad and women die. McClary notes that ‘competing images and models of 
sexuality’ are necessary to resist, call into question, or reinscribe the ‘patriarchal and homophobic norms 
of the cultures in which they originated’ (1991, 91). While there are operas in the repertory where male 
and female characters resist socially normative roles and the rules of gender, this resistance is transient. 
McClary’s analysis of Carmen (1875) notes that Don José is discontent with what the ‘rational 
patriarchal culture offers him’ (1991, 66). However, she argues that ‘he does, still and all, kill Carmen … 
this fact must never be forgotten or minimized. Someone (a colonial, nonwhite, non-Christian, lower-
class female character) actually has to die as a result of Jose's mind/body crisis’ (McClary 1991, 66).  
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In dramas, women typically die because they represent deviant behavior embodied within a character 
flaw, occupation, ethnicity or social class. These are our Carmens, Violettas, Toscas and Queens of the 
Night9. Some are driven mad by thwarted (sexual) desire; these are our Lucias and Elviras.  Others, 
Mimì and Cio-Cio-San, are punished for their purity, to sustain unnatural feminine ideals of romantic 
sacrifice. In comedies, or where they have displayed sufficient hetronormity, women are married off, 
with much celebration; our Rosinas and Paminas are spared. And yet, to these women, and all that they 
signify, we return again and again.  
Cavarero surmises that in opera ‘the song is more important than the meaning, the voice matters more 
than the words, and the music matters more than the story’ (2005, 122)10. If we can actively disengage 
and derive enjoyment from a story nourishing sexism or racism because the music and singing are so 
wonderful, then have we not also become participants in a racist or sexist discourse? As a female 
performer, the way opera constructs and conceals gender is therefore a central concern for me because it 
both marks my body, and uses my body and voice (real and metaphorical) as its medium of delivery. 
Similarly, gender matters to anyone invested in the continuance of opera, as the femininities displayed 
in opera become harder for (female) audiences to digest. Citron has described this as the ‘“Get a life!”’ 
response, pointing out that when female students are introduced to opera, they quickly ‘lose patience’ 
with female operatic characters, even when they are framed as historical character types removed ‘from 
expectations of real behavior today’ (2004, 50–51)11.  
Chapter 2 addressed the inscription of vocal technique into the female singing body through a 
patriarchal tradition of pedagogy. The next step is to address the kinds of gender these transcendent and 
incorporeal voices perform in present-day opera houses. This chapter draws together feminist and 
musicological discussions on the circulation of gender in operatic narrative, and is, thus, primarily 
concerned with the conventions of operatic story and the construction of a direct logic between certain 
kinds of femininity and violence in the operatic canon. In drawing attention to the incongruity between 
the presentation of women in operatic narrative and the use of their voices as devices of transcendence, 
my goal is to highlight the dire need for the composition of new operatic works representative of, and 
written by contemporary women. Opera must move beyond its nineteenth century masculine fantasies if 
it is to become a viable, living genre again.   
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3 .2  -  Chromatic Women, Subliminal Women 
In opera, the story is crafted from text - the libretto, and from composition - the musical score, and it 
is realised during performance. Stylistic conventions affect each layer of the story, and it is only in the 
construction of performance that some degree of flexibility is permitted. Today, opera companies 
sometimes translate performances; sometimes they take liberties with these translations to relocate the 
work; sometimes sections of a work are cut, or assigned to different voice types. These are largely the 
exceptions of a staging and always exist in counterpoint to the idealised version of the opera as it exists 
in the musical score12. According to McClary, conventions operate as part of a ‘signifying apparatus’ 
even when occupying ‘the ground over which explicit references and encodings occur’ (2000, 135-138). 
Deviations could not signify ‘if we did not invest a great deal in the conventions up against which they 
become meaningful’ (ibid).  
Operatic composition conventions matter because they shape gender in largely unconscious ways. 
Western listeners are schooled in the paradigm of tonality, major and minor. We read deviations in 
chromaticism, timbre, or rhythmic accent in particular ways, many of which signify gender, danger, race, 
or otherness. This forms the ‘musical semantics of gender’ (McClary 1991, 7–8) touched upon in 
Chapter 2 of this exegesis. As audiences, we may be skilled interpreters of musical semantics, but the 
great majority of us are not skilled musicologists. Musical semantics operates in ways that are subtle, 
subconscious, and difficult to articulate. Outside of opera, this is evidenced by the role music plays in 
the pacing of cinematic narrative13. Susan McClary has noted that while literature and the visual arts are 
‘almost always concerned’ with ‘the organization of sexuality, the construction of gender, the arousal 
and channeling of desire’, music performs these functions more effectively because ‘few listeners know 
how to explain how it creates its effects’, and as such, music ‘gives the illusion of operating 
independently of cultural mediation’ (McClary 1991, 53). For McClary, the danger is that music:   
Is often received (and not only by the musically untutored) as a mysterious medium within 
which we seem to encounter our "own" most private feelings. Thus music is able to contribute 
heavily (if surreptitiously) to the shaping of individual identities: along with other influential 
media such as film, music teaches us how to experience our own emotions, our own desires, 
and even (especially in dance) our own bodies. For better or for worse, it socializes us’ (1991, 
53). 
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If we accept that music socialises us in subtle ways, the construction of identity should become a central, 
ethical consideration for musicians, teachers and composers. We must take responsibility for what 
modes of being we normalise.  
McClary challenges musicologists to take their subject matter more seriously when she calls for an 
explanation of ‘how mere pitches can be made to "represent" gender or to manipulate desire—as well as 
ascertaining just whose versions of gender or desire thereby get reproduced and transmitted’ (1991, 54)14. 
Smart identifies texts from the ‘“first wave”’ of feminist opera criticism as linking ‘music to the social 
world by identifying a set of practices, techniques, or assumptions that represented a societally approved 
norm and interpreting departures from these conventions as traces of resistance and transgression’ 
(2000, 3). In these texts, Smart notes that pairings of convention and transgression ‘map easily onto 
contrasts of musical style (tonic/dominant, loud/ soft, diatonic/chromatic) and they can in turn spin 
out much broader social and emotive realms’ (ibid). One example of this is McClary’s analysis of 
Bizet’s opera Carmen (1875). McClary identifies ‘chromatic excesses’, ‘inflected melodies’, ‘dance-type 
designations’ and ‘withholding’ of the tonic as the defining musical devices in Carmen’s arias (1991, 57-
58). To McClary, these devices reveal Carmen ‘as a “master" of seductive rhetoric… slippery, 
unpredictable, maddening’, seducing the audience as completely as she does Don José (ibid, 58).  
The unconscious reception of gendered operatic compositional semantics would be less problematic if 
opera were primarily anchored to the work of contemporary composers and librettists. However, the 
same historical works are performed again and again, enshrined in the operatic canon with a reverence 
that protects their internal logic of narrative and identity. I refer to Carmens and Lucias because they are 
embodied by generations of female performers. The repertory rarely changes, so historical modes of 
gender portrayed by Mozart, Puccini, Verdi and Wagner are continually refreshed, similar to a CD 
stuck on repeat. New operatic works by contemporary composers are positioned against these giants, 
and are rarely performed widely. With such preconditions, it is difficult for contemporary composers to 
challenge opera’s semantics of gender and almost impossible for singers, whose performances are 
constrained by the musical score15. 
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3 .3  -  Vocal Wo(men),  Vocal Aesthetics  
In Voicing Gender (2006) Naomi André maps the historical aesthetics of voice to operatic character 
archetypes in order to understand how the convention of the dying soprano heroine emerged in 
nineteenth century Italian opera16. According to André, the dying soprano became commonplace after 
1830 (André 2006, xii) at approximately the same time as male tenor voices ‘achieved their full status’ as 
the ‘leading male character’ (André 2006, 3). Notably, the rise of the tenor also coincides with the 
diminishing of male castrati singers in Italian opera. 
In the eighteenth century, female singers were substituted for male castrati singers when the later were 
not available, resulting in female singers performing male characters on stage (André 2006, 4). The 
practice of male castration diminished across the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, and André 
observes a period in the beginning of the nineteenth century, where women’s lower voices took on new 
meaning as the ‘voice of the hero’ in travesti operas (ibid). In these operas, high soprano voices would 
sing the heroine role, with lower voices in the mezzo or contralto range singing the hero (André 2006, 
5). Blackmer & Smith contend that the creation of castrati singers within the Catholic Church was 
specifically designed to deny the female voice its place, yet the ensuing decline of castrati singers in 
opera, ironically, created new opportunities for women’s voices (Blackmer &  J. Smith 1995, 7-8)17. 
During this period, alongside the travesti operas, composers were writing new character configurations 
featuring two female characters and a tenor hero (ibid, 4-5). According to André, the Romantic tenor 
exemplified ‘the new and increasing power’ of aristocrats and the bourgeoisie: his surgically unaltered 
vocality was deemed more ‘“human”’ and ‘“natural”’, and his character aspired towards ‘a noble struggle 
against oppression, corruption, and immorality’ (ibid). André coins the term ‘second woman’ (2006, 
xii) to describe the second female character who emerged as an archetype in nineteenth century opera. 
She defines these women as difficult to characterise, ‘less predictable’ and ‘more animated’ than the 
prima donna she contrasts with (ibid)18. André observes that second women were almost always sung by 
mezzo-sopranos or contraltos, who regularly switched between performing male characters “en travesti” 
and female characters (André 2006, 7). The lower pitch and darker timbre of these voice types are 
rarely used to embody the heroine. The first woman represents our feminine ideal, which is aesthetically 
matched to the high soprano voice type. The second woman is frequently positioned as a minor rival 
vying with the first woman for the affections of the tenor, but she is always unsuccessful, and either 
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ends up alone or paired with the baritone (André 2006, 8). According to André, towards the middle of 
the nineteenth century, the number of principle female singers moved from two to one, and the focus of 
the narrative moved to the plight of the leading tenor and his new Romantic heroine, who, due to 
unfortunate circumstances, were separated by one or both of their deaths (ibid). André uses the term 
“Romantic heroine” distinctly, as she believes that she is an amalgamation of aspects of the first and 
second women (2006, 8-9).   
Ultimately, André argues that the death of the heroine in nineteenth century opera is not a reflection on 
her strength, but more about the ‘fulfillment of an odd convention’ (2006, xi). She admits to being 
‘unwilling’ to believe that the heroine’s death is the ‘primary criterion’, arguing that ‘the presence of 
these characters is not overcome by the device of their demise at the opera’s conclusion’ (ibid). She 
bases this on ‘having experienced the power of the live performance of these roles in the theatre myself’ 
(ibid). Additionally, André maintains that the ‘overlapping sonic phenomenon between the character 
types and the sound of the voice of the travesty hero and the second women’ (ibid, 7) inflects the 
‘suffering undone heroine of Italian romantic opera’ (ibid, 9), making the ‘treble timbres produced by 
the female body’ a space where multiple meanings can survive (ibid, 12). André also contends that the 
Romantic heroine achieves an ‘element of independence’ facing death, and her lone suffering is a direct 
result of her remaining true to her ‘personal code of honor’ (ibid, 171). The complexity of the 
interaction of voice and character, André argues, does not lead to a single interpretation of how 
nineteenth century voices were heard by audiences of the period (ibid, 175). 
In the introduction to En Travesti: Women, Gender Subversion, Opera (1995), editors, Corrine E. 
Blackmer and Patricia Juliana Smith, outline an alternative reading and queer history of opera as a 
subversive art form. They define opera as being about ‘the pleasure of artifice’, which contributor 
Margaret Reynolds expresses succinctly as ‘“sex”’(ibid, 1). En Travesti specifically confronts the 
operatic convention of women ‘“en travesti”, literally “in travesty” or “male drag”’, whereby women sing 
as, and take on the appearance of a male character, but sound like, and are recognized by the audience as 
being a woman (ibid, 5). The collection also explores female characters, performers, composers and 
librettists who break with convention and metaphorically “put on the trousers”’(ibid). Blackmer & 
Smith argue that the artifice of opera allows a woman, through the power of her voice, to ‘transcend her 
gender’ and ‘rescue her own sex’ (ibid). However, in contrast to André, Blackmer & Smith’s queer 
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operatic history does not extend the liberation afforded by flexible gender roles to nineteenth century 
Romantic heroines. These women, in Blackmer & Smith’s reading, are: 
less likely to experience anything resembling friendship, much less love for another woman. 
More typical was the isolated woman among men, like Giuseppe Verdi’s Violetta or Giacomo 
Puccini’s Manon, “sola, perduta, abbandonata” (alone, lost, and abandoned), or the woman 
engaged in a jealous rivalry with another woman for the love of the hero, by now almost 
exclusively a male tenor (ibid, 11-13).  
Moreover, they argue that the growing fear of homoeroticism in opera did not give female singers of the 
period permission to be explicitly (hetro-)sexual off stage (ibid, 13). On the contrary, nineteenth 
century audiences expected prima donnas, such as Jenny Lind, who played the long-suffering female 
victim roles to be ‘literally, a casta diva, a chaste, even disembodied, goddess able to transcend the dross 
of earthly existence’ (ibid). It was not until the emergence of the fin-de-siècle aesthetic movement and 
the operatic works of Richard Strauss that followed in the first decades of the twentieth century, that a 
variety of ‘“sex variant” women now openly at odds with the religious and social norms of patriarchal 
culture’ were represented again in opera (ibid, 14). 
3 .4 - Conventional Women, Violated Women 
3 .4 . 1  - A Woman’s  Death,  a  Man’s  Grief  
McClary, speaking in the BBC Radio 3 feature Why do Women Die in Opera? (Rosenfelder 2010), 
said that the dying heroine was not a nineteenth century phenomenon specific to opera, but that in 
opera ‘with spectacular women singing makes it perhaps more obvious to us’ and is complicated because 
opera remains alive to us in ways that other nineteenth century art forms do not. Why do Women die 
in Opera? drew together musicologists, critics, opera singers and opera directors, all of whom had a 
deeply personal, invested relationship with opera, to the question of female death within operatic 
narrative. Similar to André, interviewee, Margaret Reynolds, locates the discussion historically by 
noting that eighteenth century audiences did not care whether a woman or a man portrayed a character, 
provided the singer possessed the ‘required high voice’ (ibid). But, Reynolds observes an emerging 
anxiety towards the end of the eighteenth century (ibid). This was personified by women such as Mary 
Wollstonecraft and Madame de Staël, ‘who were claiming new kinds of roles and challenging 
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conventional gender representations’ (ibid). Reynolds argues that men became ‘tremendously worried’ 
by transgressive female figures (ibid). To illustrate this point, she cites the reaction of Napoleon, whom 
she says particularly hated ‘gender fluidity’ of all kinds, including the presence of the castrati on the 
operatic stage (ibid). According to Reynolds, ‘that’s where you start to get the classic beginnings of the 
kinds of roles in opera where women have a high voice and that high voice is valued, but the women 
have to die. They have to be punished for any kind of presumption or ambition, or transgression on 
their part whatsoever’ (ibid).  
Opera director, David McVicar, agrees that the female ‘death count’ is higher in nineteenth century 
opera, stating that ‘somehow in a time in Europe where women in one sense were invisible’, they were 
powerfully given a voice on the operatic stage to express ‘for one thing, their erotic side in a way which 
women in polite society that would go and watch these operas obviously could not do’ (ibid). 
Consequently, he argues, ‘female characters have to pay for self-expression otherwise it’s too 
threatening, otherwise it’s too scary. They have to be shut up’ (ibid). Similarly, English National 
Opera's Music Director, Edward Gardner, believes female death is ‘much more about the free spirit or 
the entrapment of a woman in the story’, whereas the death of a man ‘is connected to a sense of 
morality… you see that from the demise of Don Giovanni… you have a very firm impression as a first 
listener or first watcher that good is going to triumph over evil’ (ibid).  
Why do Women die in Opera? argued that female death was a device used to accent the emotions of a 
male character, something presenter, David Kettle, characterised as a ‘trope of the woman dying in order 
to exhibit the man’s grief’ (ibid). McVicar concurs, declaring that for operatic audiences, ‘the thing that 
really tugs at the heartstrings is the reaction of the men to the loss [of a woman]. From La bohème 
onwards, its not the quiet, still moment where Mimì passes away that actually tugs at the heartstrings, 
it’s the scream of Rodolfo’ (ibid). Reynolds believes this to be the case from the conception of opera, 
citing early operas based upon the story of Orpheus (ibid). She notes, furthermore, that this was the 
central theme of La Dame aux camellias, upon which La traviata is based, and similarly for Scènes de la 
vie de bohème, which was the impetus for La Bohème (ibid). According to Reynolds, ‘the woman has 
to die so the man can tell the story, and he has primacy’ (ibid). Reynolds contends that the exploration 
of masculine grief is a phenomenon across many art-forms and still exists today, but she considers it as 
having its ‘complete apotheosis in opera’ (ibid). 
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3 .4 .2 - Power ,  Sex ,  Rape,  Men 
Opera positions romance, seduction or marriage within socio-political power struggles, and as a result, 
relationships become a sight of conquest. Operatic dramas commonly place female characters in 
situations where their social positioning or family responsibility oblige them to choose sexual and 
romantic partners for reasons other than love. Examples include Charlotte’s dutiful marriage to Albert 
in Werther (1892), Sieglinde’s forced marriage to Hunding in Die Walküre (1870), Lucia’s marriage to 
Arturo while she is unbalanced in Lucia di Lammermoor (1835), and Violetta's separation from Alfredo 
at the urging of his father in La traviata (1853). The consequence of these relationships is emotional or 
physical violence, experienced by all the female characters and some of the male characters. Werther 
commits suicide despite knowing that Charlotte loves him, leaving her either expiring or fainting with 
grief19; Hunding and Siegmund fight and are killed, leaving Sieglinde alone and pregnant; Lucia is 
driven into irredeemable madness, killing Arturo, dying herself, and inciting Edgardo to suicide; and 
Violetta is denounced publicly as a prostitute by Alfredo, before eventually dying of consumption.  
In comic operas, a female character’s value as a marriageable and sexual object is prioritised above her 
personhood, or alternatively, her fidelity is called into question. In operas such as Le nozze di Figaro 
(1799) and Il barbiere di Siviglia (1816), the forced coupling of Susanna to the Count and Rosina to 
Bartolo respectively, is thwarted, but only through a series of complicated events. These events provide 
humour, but the overriding narrative is sustained by the tension created by the possibility that the 
Count will succeed in exercising his droit de seigneur with Susanna. Perhaps Bartolo will arrive in time 
to force his ward, Rosina, into marriage. What is at stake in both instances is the virginity and consent 
of young women in a socially inferior position.  
Abel asserts that operatic narrative is a reflection of society’s ‘pervasive sexual competitiveness’ (1997, 
98). Operatic sex, while sometimes ‘heavily cloaked in the language of romantic love’, is ‘rarely peaceful’ 
and often associated with struggle (ibid). Abel uses examples of love triangles – Don José, Carmen and 
Michaela; Zerlina, Don Giovanni and Maesetto; Samson, Dalila and God – and also the ‘unwavering’ 
Turandot, to argue that partnering in opera ‘always entails a battle’, with the success or failure of 
seduction defining whether the opera is comic or tragic (ibid). Abel distinguishes between the ‘rarified 
romanticism’ of French and Italian opera where sexual battles are cloaked in the guise of idealistic love, 
and the Germanic operas of Wagner, which place (literal) sex-wars on the surface of the narrative 
(ibid). This differentiation is upheld when comparing “classic” couples such as Mimi and Ridolfo from 
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the Italian tradition, to Manon and Des Grieux from the French tradition, and Siegmund and Sieglinde 
or Tristan and Isolde from the Wagnerian tradition.  
The positioning of female characters inside experiences of sex, violence and death, raises the notion of 
rape in opera, both metaphorical and actual. I, like Abel, find the notion that opera enacts rape 
discomforting. Abel explored this theme in Opera in the Flesh: Sexuality in Operatic Performance, and 
his discomfort is due to his deriving sexual/bodily pleasure from the spectatorship of opera (ibid, 98). 
In my circumstance, however, this discomfort occurs because I am a female operatic performer whose 
body embodies these experiences publicly. My voice has been the voice of Carmen, Zerlina and 
Lucretia, singing their power-struggles, seductions, and near and actual rapes. It is not a territory 
anyone wants to explore in detail. Even Clément only touches upon rape in passing20 in her account of 
undone women. Abel argues that opera ‘coerces female characters into sexual roles, then makes their 
sexualised bodies the victims of domination and murder’ while proliferating ‘images of sexual acts used 
for power rather than love’, thereby enacting rape (Abel 1997, 99). In Abel’s view, even when the 
heroine seems willing, submitting to violence or becoming complicit by killing herself, she is still a 
victim of sexual violence (ibid). He writes: 
In opera, where women’s creative voices have been largely silent, men can play out this fantasy 
of the submissive sexualised female victim in the guise of high art. We in the audience use 
opera’s female characters for our sexual pleasure, then increase our pleasure by watching them 
suffer and die … with the power of a hundred-piece orchestra behind it, every seduction 
becomes an act of force, all too often accompanied by narrative acts of violence (Abel 1997, 
99–100). 
The threat of rape is used to intimidate operatic women. In Die Zauberflöte (1791) Pamina (the [white 
European] girlish princess) is held captive by (Moor slave) Monostatos. He touches her hand before 
having her bound and sings ‘Mein Hass soll dich verderben!’, which translates as ‘May my hatred ruin 
you’ (Frey 1997), or ‘my hatred will be sated’ (MacMurray & Franzetti 1996, 643). Monostatos sends 
the other slaves away, telling them to leave him alone with Pamina. Pamina escapes but is recaptured 
and pleads for her freedom, saying ‘Der böse Mohr verlangte Liebe, Darum/ O Herr, entfloh ich dir’, 
or ‘The evil Moor demanded Love/ Therefore, my lord, fled I from you’ (Frey 1997). In Tosca 
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(1900), rape is depicted as an extension of other cruelties, as is demonstrated by Scarpia’s treatment of 
Tosca.  
Mozart’s opera, Don Giovanni (1787), is the story of a sexual predator, and it chiefly concerns his 
“pursuit” of Donna Anna, Donna Elvira and Zerlina. Don Giovanni is the only opera that has 
provoked an explicit discussion of the role rape plays in generating masculine identity. However, the 
“libidinous” Count is a site of contention, and historically, has been championed as an ‘antimoralistic, 
convention-defying sensual man’ (Brown-Montesano 2007, 190). In Understanding the Women of 
Mozart’s Operas (2007), Brown-Montesano traces the history of the reception of Don Giovanni by 
operatic audiences. She notes that Mozart’s opera ‘provoked rhapsodic responses from literary notables’ 
and helped ‘to create a mythic hero out of the eponymous rake - originally an ambiguous figure at best’ 
(ibid, 191-194). She characterises the heroic reception of Giovanni as follows: 
Mozart's willful, seductive, and violent protagonist has been ratified by idealization and 
projection, credited with virtues-unflagging bravery, triumphant self-determination, 
revolutionary resistance to oppressive societal power, and sensual idealism-that are, at best, 
equivocally represented in the opera, and are sometimes flatly contradicted. The Don has also 
served as the libidinous and eternally resourceful poster boy for centuries of restless (male) 
envy and self-indulgence masquerading as autonomy, transcendent vision, and unyielding 
personal power (Brown-Montesano 2007, 189-196).  
There should be no genuine doubt that Giovanni is a sexual predator who relishes violence. The text is 
not ambiguous. Giovanni murders Anna’s father, the Commandant, when he comes to her aid in Act I, 
Scene II. When Anna recounts her attack to Octavio later in the opera, it is clear that Giovanni has 
tried to rape her: 
‘Already far advanced was the night, / When, sitting in my room, and quite alone,/As chance 
would have it, lo! I saw then enter/ Wrapped in a mantle, / A man, whom at the first moment 
I took for you … Silently he came nearer, / And clasped me in his arms: I shrieked / And tried 
to free myself, the more he pressed me; / But no one came; then with one hand / My voice he 
sought to stifle. / And with the other grasped me/ So forcibly, I gave me up for lost’ 
(MacMurray & Franzetti 1996, 628). 
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The audience hears Anna’s testimony and Zerlina’s frightened screams for help, but they do not see 
these women attacked. Is it seduction? Is it date rape? Does it occur at all? Because the action takes place 
offstage, it opens up interpretive space for these questions, and has allowed directors to shape 
performances of Don Giovanni to suit the sensibilities of their audiences and their own sympathies, or 
lack thereof, for Giovanni.  
Brown-Montesano argues that Giovanni’s reputation has been sustained in the contemporary 
imagination by nineteenth century adaptions such as E. T. A. Hoffmann's ‘“fantasy piece"’(2007, 356), 
which reframed Anna as nurturing ‘a secret passion for her seducer’ (ibid, 357–358). Hoffmann’s work 
connects Anna’s fate to Giovanni as Brown-Montesano recounts: ‘She is tormented by the infamy of 
the fatal encounter. And, of course, like all good Romantic heroines, she is doomed to die from the 
aftereffects of her "unholy passion”’(ibid, 361-362). Aspects of Hoffmann’s adaptation linger in the 
contemporary imagination, according to Brown-Montesano: ‘Since the mid-twentieth century, critics 
and scholars have frequently asserted Donna Anna's shameful secret passion as fact, but they have 
replaced the poet's earnest sympathy for her plight with a disparaging cynicism’ (ibid, 367-368). 
Brown-Montesano traces this cynicism from Edward Dent, who, writing in 1941, described Anna as 
‘self-absorbed and aloof’ and a ‘thoroughly unpleasant lady' (ibid, 356), to William Mann, who, in 
1977, declared that ‘“it would be beneficial to her personal growing-up if she had been pleasantly raped 
by Ikon Juan....”’ (ibid, 378–379). Brown-Montesano continues on to the more recent work of 
Charles Ford, who, writing in 1991,  references Mann, when he argues that ‘“Anna's whole fictive being 
is exhausted in the suspicion that she is guilty of `contributory negligence"' (ibid, 387–388). While not 
all critics view Anna in this way, Brown-Montesano makes a convincing case that support for Giovanni 
is garnered by demonising Anna, or by saying that Anna actually “wanted it”. Some contemporary 
directors have gone one step further by staging consensual sex between Anna and Giovanni: Calixto 
Bieito's 2001 production for the English National Opera opened with Anna and Giovanni having sex in 
the back seat of a Mercedes-Benz while Leporello waited around outside. Abel is right to question his 
own pleasure from opera. It seems that Giovanni’s sexual activities have seduced generations of men, 
and perhaps woman as well21. The conquests described in Leporello’s “Catalogue aria” linger. They 
highlight how opera has been utilised to ‘play out this fantasy of the submissive sexualised female victim 
in the guise of high art’ (Abel 1997, 99) for centuries.  
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More recent operas have presented rape as an impetus for discussing corruption and purity. Britten’s 
The Rape of Lucretia (1946) is notable because the audience witnesses the beginning of Lucretia’s 
assault (the rape itself occurs offstage and is described by the chorus), but also because Lucretia speaks 
her “undoing” in an extended dialogue about purity. She is heard by both her household and husband 
before killing herself. Similarly, Batavia (2001), by composer, Richard Mills, and librettist, Peter 
Goldsworthy, also navigates corruption, albeit with more emphasis on depravity than its counterpoint, 
purity. Batavia dramatises the historical mutiny and shipwreck of a Dutch vessel off the coast of 
Western Australia during 1628-29. The opera explores the descent of the crew, led by second-in-
command Jeronimus Cornelisz, into mutiny, murder, rape and anarchy. Lucretia Jansz, a wealthy female 
passenger aboard the ship, becomes a fixation of Jeronimus. Her rape, presented on stage22, is used as a 
key dramatic moment, and a turning point for all the characters, as the summary from publisher, Boosey 
& Hawes, illustrates: 
When a man steals water, Jeronimus sets up court, and the culprit is drowned. In order to 
reduce numbers on the island, Jeronimus imposes a system of murder by lottery—only young 
women will be exempt and kept as concubines. As the murder of young and old gathers 
momentum, he threatens Lucretia with death unless she yields to him. She finally succumbs 
and with her rape an orgiastic blood-frenzy is unleashed (Boosey & Hawkes, 2011).  
The chorus, symbolic in opera of the broader social compass, are active participants in this violence. 
Batavia was both condemned and praised for its emphasis on brutality. Cohn described the opera as 
emphasising horror so greatly ‘that the presentation at times appears more an essay in grand guignol 
than grand opera. This was so much the case that one turned, as if to a refuge, to brief episodes of 
tenderness, most of these to the strains of a small baroque ensemble – moments that registered all the 
more strongly for their brevity’ (Cohn 2004). Batavia’s use of musical catharsis and rape as a locus of 
dramatic action is problematic. While Batavia does successfully foreground a discussion of violence, the 
work is centred on the violent actions of men and some women. The inner world of perpetrators and 
victims remains largely unexplored. Other female characters that feature in the opera are Zwaantie 
Hendricx, Lucretia’s maid, who relishes her collaboration with the mutineers, and Maria Bastiensz, the 
preacher's wife, who goes mad after her two children are murdered. Neither character breaks with 
operatic conventions of wicked or mad women. Notably, Lucretia survives and calls for the killing to 
stop once rescue has arrived. However, her plea for clemency is decontextualized because it the only 
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thing she voices in the opera after her attack23. The audience misses the inner journey that has allowed 
her to intervene despite great suffering. Before departure, a kind of lullaby, sung by Wiebbe Hayes to 
his two sons, again pacifies the audience. Watching this closure, from father to son to the audience, I 
could not help but perceive Batavia as a men’s opera; it left little space for women’s voices24.  
3 .4 .3  - Women as  Icons ,  Women as  Men 
Can operatic women ‘transcend their gender’, as has been suggested by Blackmer & Smith (1995, 5)? If 
they can, how then, should we read their experiences of violence and love, and how should we listen to 
their voices? For Blackmer & Smith, the purpose of this reading is to open up a female operatic voice so 
that it can become a site of multiple gendered and sexual identites. But for others, transcendance is the 
key to free and open spectatorshop of opera whereby audiences can ‘rethink and reclaim’ repertory 
opera (Locke 1992, 36). Locke, writing a response to Clément in Opera News, argued that operatic 
women: ‘even in their moments of greatest “feminine” helplessness and despair, are not really women at 
all. They are, like their male counterparts, provisional, socially conditioned versions or models—
negative or positive—of gender appropriate behaviour, models the audience may accept at face value or 
selectively interpret’ (ibid). According to Locke, operatic women represent universal human concerns 
(ibid). He states that once we accept this ‘possibility of transcending’, we can then listen to the emotive 
qualities of an aria without thinking of a character like Pamina as a ‘despairing woman’ (ibid). There is 
conflict here. On one hand, we should not recognise female characters as women, but on the other 
hand, should we accept that they model ‘gender appropriate behaviour’? I would respond vehemently to 
this suggestion, but Abel has already articulated my dissent:   
‘Locke implies that a female character in opera can only become significant when she ceases to 
be a “real” woman. For a woman in the audience to identify with such a character, she must 
perform a double act of nonrecognition. She must forget that the character she sees on stage, 
though overtly female, does not really represent women, and she must forget that she herself is 
a woman being represented on stage in a negative light’ (1997, 37-38). 
Abel recognizes transcendence as a means of reduction and disconnection, a phenomenon he pairs with 
operatic iconography. He argues that opera assists the ‘process of selective forgetting by turning its 
female characters into icons’ and that virtually all of opera’s icons, The Fat Lady, Carmen, and the 
amalgimated Violetta/Mimì, are women (ibid, 38)25. As ‘reductive icons’, women become objects of 
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desire, rather than individual characters (ibid) and are universal only ‘to the degree that they become 
archetypes’ (ibid). To Abel, a female audience member is offered only two choices, either to abandon 
her own subject position by performing ‘the well-worn act of self-erasure’ and adopting a masculine 
subject positon, or, alternatively, to give up on identification altogether ‘in favour of a more direct erotic 
experience, the abandonment to opera’s seduction’ (ibid). If women are men in opera, or women are 
universal, their narratives only matter in so far as they gratify. Don Giovanni can live on as a masculine 
hero, but where does that leave my performing body? 
3 .5  -  Alternative Women, Alternative Histories?  
Since Clément’s Opera, or the Undoing of Women was published in 1979, there have been many 
attempts to disrupt her characterisation of opera as an implicitly misogynistic domain. Most criticisms 
of Opera, or the Undoing of Women point out that Clément largely utilised women from nineteenth 
and early twentieth contury opera in her reading, or that her interpretations were constrained to the 
libretto text 26 . Challenged by Clément’s work, new histories of opera and new interpretations of 
operatic texts have been written from different perspectives to provide empowered readings of operatic 
women. Generally, they reveal an art form full of complexity, contradictions, and hypocracies. Opera 
has not existed as one easily definable thing. Its form, function, narrative modes and performance 
conventions have all developed over the last four centuries, and they reflect the political-cultural 
landscapes of their time. Even so, is this enough to override Clément’s basic argument that, when 
stripped of its artifice, music, stage and voice, operatic stories punish women? 
In my career as a mezzo-soprano, I have noticed a marked perference for nineteenth century repertoire, 
and for Carmen’s arias in particular. For the most part, my audiences are interested in the glamour of 
opera but are not operatically literate, so they gravitate to the most familiar repertoire selections. This 
had led me to consider the role nineteenth century opera plays in the contemporary imagination, 
performance and reception of opera as a whole. Blackmer & Smith argue in favour of Clément’s 
preference for nineteeth and early twenthieth century opera, explaining that, until recently, these operas 
‘completely tyrannized over popular conceptions, audience expectations, and academc discussion of 
what opera is, or, perhaps, should be’ (Blackmer &  J. Smith 1995, 8). Drawing upon the work of 
Judith A. Peraino, who writes on the academic dismissal of Purcell’s opera Dido and Aeneas (1689), 
Blackmer & Smith call into question the ‘“objective aesthetic criteria” of academic musicology’, arguing 
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that it not only ‘disguises biases against women and homosexuals but also preferences for tragedy over 
comedy, seriousness over sprezzatura, and the dramatisation of implacable differences of gender, race, 
sexuality, class, religion, and nationality over the comic suspension, dissolution, or intermixture of such 
Kantian “categorical imperatives”’ (ibid). 
The observational preference for nineteenth century repertoire seems to be upheld by surveys of 
operatic repertoire produced by the world’s major opera companies. One such survey, collating 
productions listed in Opera International during February 1994, found that 75% of the operas 
produced in the survey period were composed between 1835 and 1910 (Dornic 1994). The author notes 
that the percentage would be even higher if Mozart operas were removed from consideration (ibid).  
The survey also found that only 16 of the 180 productions (9%) were works by living composers, and 
that approximately two-thirds of the total number of productions came from only 50 operas (ibid)27. A 
similar survey, conducted in 1988 and 1989, from schedules printed in Opera magazine, showed 
comparable results, with 66 of the 100 operas most frequently produced dating from the nineteenth 
century, and an additional 8 operas dating between 1900-1910 (Littlejohn 1992, 21–24)28. In his 
analysis of this study, Littlejohn concedes that ‘an obvious conservatism is evidenced by the staying 
power of a great many old favourites’, and operas heading the list appear to be ‘relatively secure in their 
positions’ (ibid, 24)29.  
However, there is a danger in delimiting the discussion of gender in opera to nineteenth century 
dramatic narrative convention. Maintaining a lense on female operatic death can encourage 
musicologists and audiences alike to overlook more subtle (and not so suble) sexism present in operas 
of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, in particular, the circulation of gender archetypes within 
comedic opera. We must not forget that composers such as Mozart represented the gender bias of their 
time. One obvious example is the Mozart opera Così fan tutte (1790), which translates as ‘all women 
do the same’ (Rushton 2011.), or ‘women are like that’30, i.e., inconstant, sexually permiscuious and 
gullible. The plot of Così fan tutte centres on two pairs of lovers, the young men of which are 
convinced to test the fidelity of their women. They dress as “Albanians” to attempt seduction. 
Ultimately, the men are proved right, and the women are untrue, but all is forgiven because women are 
like that31. Alongside Don Giovanni, this opera is still one of Mozart’s most popular works because it 
contains raptuous music, for example, the trio “soave sia il vento”, and Fiordiligi's aria “Come scoglio”. 
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My experience of contemporary audiences is that these pieces seem to overcome the opera’s many 
narrative flaws and sexist faux pas, demonstrating precisely why sexism in opera can be insidious.  
New studies of opera shed light on the merits of composition and opera’s historical socio-cultural roles 
while offering alternative ways of reading and interacting with the form. Designing new approaches to 
the study of opera is valuable. However, when these readings justify or diminish female experiences of 
violence or death, they become problematic, even if they are meant to empower. For example, André has 
argued that the death of the heroine in nineteenth century opera is a convention articulating Italian 
political unrest, and operates as part of a system of characterisation signifying new kinds of heroism for 
nineteenth century Italian audiences (André 2006, 174-175). Others have tried to understand female 
operatic characters by analysing the lives of opera composers. Peter Conrad argues that Verdi wrote La 
traviata with deep sympathy for Violetta because parts of her story reflected his own relationship with 
singer Giuseppina Strepponi (Rosenfelder 2010). Conversely, Puccini proclaimed himself an 
executioner (ibid), and David McVicar believes that this was a necessary component of Puccini’s 
artistic process because ‘he could not compose unless he tortured and killed the heroines… he needed to 
be cruel to find that heart-aching, heart stopping music’ (ibid). André, Carolyn Abbate, and others have 
argued that the sheer power of the female singing voice in opera transcends the fate of the character32. 
Elaine Padmore, director of opera at the Royal Opera House, believes that the virtuosity of operatic 
performances requires sacrifice. She says that: ‘If you want to show off what your woman can do with 
her wonderful voice and her technique and so on, you’re going to put her in extreme situations and it’s 
quite likely that she’s going to end up dying’ (Rosenfelder 2010). The examples listed in this paper 
from Why do Women Die in Opera? are important because they represent the current thinking on the 
role of women in opera by some of today’s most prominent operatic creators, academics and critics. 
Ultimately, all discussions of opera circulate back to the voice as a transcendental device, whereby 
female singing operates both as a deathmachine and a medium of resurrection.  
3 .6 - Staging Women, Designing Histories 
Contemporary opera directors regularly experiment with the historical and aesthetic setting of repertory 
operas when they design new productions. In Unsettling Opera (2007), David Levin seeks to outline 
what happens to operas ‘that are more or less comfortably ensconced in the canon-works by Mozart, 
Verdi, or Wagner‘ when thy are ‘thoroughly rethought and dramatically recast onstage’ (ibid, I). He 
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contends that ‘a stage production can unsettle a work that was thought to be settled’ but characterises 
opera as already being unsettled, and so ‘stage performance, at its best, clarifies this condition and brings 
opera in its unsettledness to life’ (ibid). As a result, Levin considers that a characteristic of a successful 
operatic staging is ‘that it does not simply alert us to but indeed clarifies an opera's specific 
incongruities, the precise terms of its contradictions’ (ibid xi-xii). Levin draws on the work of Carolyn 
Abbate, who argued for an alternative, radical musicology which allows live performance to become the 
‘“object of absorption”’ instead of a music work ‘“in the abstract”’ (ibid, 6-7). However, unlike 
Abbate, Levin also contends that televised or DVD recordings of opera can perform a similar function 
to live performances, and he amends her proposal by suggesting ‘that we allow for live performance and 
recordings to serve as the objects of all manner of absorption, critical and experiential. In short, I want 
to have it both ways: I want to be transported and to think about where we are going’ (ibid, 10). To 
achieve this, he proposes two terms for consideration: ‘“opera text"’ designating the ‘agitated and 
multiple signifying systems, for instance, the score, the libretto, stage directions’ of an opera prior to 
performance, and the ‘“performance text"’, to assess how opera in performance ‘lends expression to this 
condition of agitation and multiplicity while at the same time partaking of it’ (ibid, 11).  Levin considers 
that every performance text positions itself in relation to the opera text: 
Although most performance texts reiterate a consensus about a given opera text (rendering it 
readily comprehensible by inflecting it in a recognizable relation to familiar forms of 
representation), some productions seek to render the characteristic agitation of the opera text. 
It is these latter productions—which we might, echoing Abbate echoing Jankelevitch, term 
"drastic" productions—that most interest me, insofar as they unsettle operas and opera, 
producing aptly startling accounts of pieces that are best, if rarely, experienced as startling 
(ibid). 
Levin’s argument that opera productions potentially challenge the way canonic opera texts can be read is 
convincing. The changing perceptions of Donna Anna in Don Giovanni is one example of how 
“drastic” staging can add to, or reconfigure the audience’s interpretation of operatic narratives. 
However, challenging productions from the twentieth century to the present day have not improved her 
plight. Rape has, at the extreme of staging, been shifted to consent.  
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Relying upon operatic productions to unsettle, reveal or correct the narrative of operas that are sexist or 
otherwise discriminatory is problematic. Opera is presented largely without its historical context, and so 
the reasons for its mode of creation and signification are obscured. Audiences participate in the 
“transcendent” spectacle of the operatic voice in production, and the spectacle itself only serves to 
conceal the delivery of gendered messages present in the libretto and the musical score. Beyond 
(perhaps) skimming a director’s program notes or a DVD’s liner notes, an audience member does not 
engage with the history of the work, or its multiple readings over time in different productions. In 
contemporary productions of Die Zauberflöte, Monostotos’ ethnicity is sometimes obscured to conceal 
the racism of the character archetype he portrays – the evil, sexual, black man. To fully engage with the 
history of this character, audiences would need to understand not only what Monostotos’ character 
represented in Mozart’s lifetime, but also the history of blackface within Western theatrical traditions. 
Only the most scholarly and dedicated opera aficionados can position their engagement in this way. 
Erasure of these racist or sexist histories in contemporary operatic staging is not a valuable solution.   
Most art forms have their conventions reconfigured by the regular injection of new work. The 
performance of repertory operas, and the modes of gender they present would be less problematic if 
they were regularly positioned against new compositions within the world’s major opera houses and 
companies. Stagings of historical, canonic operas would then be in dialogue with contemporary issues, 
aesthetics, and identities. The repertories of most major operatic institutions, however, have not been 
refreshed since the early twentieth century, and so the narrative conventions and gender politics 
established within the canon of works remain intact and largely uncontested. While Levin is concerned 
with radical stagings which upset our understanding of opera, he does still consider that ‘most 
performance texts reiterate a consensus about a given opera text’ (ibid) and so, arguably, what the 
majority of contemporary productions add is a new aesthetic layer to a familiar work, from which the 
audience can be entertained.  
3 .7 - Composing Women, Composing Now 
In the essay “If Music be the Food of Love”, Mladen Dolar argues that opera is ‘emphatically finished’, 
positing the first performance of Turandot in 1926, the first performance of Erwartung in 1924 and the 
first truncated performance of Lulu in 1937 as possible candidates for dating opera’s death (2001, 2). 
For Dolar, developments after this time operate on a different horizon, ‘a context determined by the 
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awareness that the great tradition of opera—along with its presuppositions, the social and cultural 
conditions that formed the pillars of the genre for three centuries and made opera a coherent whole 
despite the myriad individual manifestations—is irretrievably gone’ (Dolar 2001, 3). The complication 
for Dolar is that ‘the enormous operatic institution’s stubborn, zombielike existence’ has continued, and 
paradoxically, opera has flourished through new technologies and media (ibid). He writes:  
The core repertory of the modern opera house is very limited, comprising about fifty operas 
from Gluck to Puccini. The works created before and afterwards, as well as lesser-known 
works and composers of the classic era, still stand out as curiosities even if this attitude has 
changed considerably in the past few years. Opera remains a huge relic, an enormous 
anachronism, a persistent revival of a lost past, a reflection of the lost aura, a true postmodern 
subject par excellence (ibid)33.    
Dolar believes that the ‘posthumous success’ of opera is possible because opera enacts ‘a redoubled or 
mediated fantasy’ (Dolar 2001, 3) evoking a remembrance of a (European) past where ‘mythical 
community was able to offer the grain of fantasy needed to constitute the real community’ (Dolar 2001, 
3–4). To Dolar, modern audiences don’t believe in the ‘mythological foundation of community’, but 
they do believe in historical periods where people did (ibid, 4). Our fascination with ‘the heroic golden 
times of the rise of the bourgeois order’, which are presented ‘at the peak of their splendor’ in opera, is 
therefore indulged (ibid).  
If we accept Dolar’s account of opera dying in the 1920s-1930, we can link this death to the rise of 
modernism. The operatic canon, and therefore the tradition of opera as we understand it, became 
disconnected from the reality of Western cultures in a time where all established traditions were being 
called into question. Opera has failed to rejuvenate itself with the injection of new themes and new 
work, and as such, it has failed to maintain a contemporary perspective. Disconnection has provided a 
source of pleasure and engagement, a bastion for lavish European artistic exhibitionism, but this 
pleasure can be likened to the pleasure of a museum display. Herein lies a possible explanation for why 
opera companies, and by extension, opera audiences, have remained fixated on historical repertory, and 
why contemporary operas struggle to achieve regular performance beyond their premiere.  
Operatic institutions, opera audiences and accents of academic musicology have fought to maintain an 
old conception of opera. The preservation of tradition has been prioritised above the life of the art 
	   63	  
form. We (I include myself in this collective) have been seduced by opera’s spectacle, and the 
transcendent experience of voice and music in this most exaggerated outpouring. But in protecting its 
borders and what opera was, we deny what opera could be in the future. We limit opera to remaining an 
art form fixated on historical repertoire, repertoire which overwhelmingly presents archaic 
representations of gendered identities, and whose stories are preoccupied with female experiences of 
violence, rape or death. In short, we perpetuate opera’s ‘stubborn, zombielike existence’ (Dolar 2001, 3) 
and women’s bodies continue to be devoured. 
Similarly, studies which re-cast gender in historical operatic narratives and performance contexts are 
useful for developing an overall understanding of the art form, but they do not offer solutions for 
reclaiming and rejuvenating contemporary operatic performance. In Voicing Gender, André has 
positioned opera’s aural soundscape ‘within a set of sophisticated coexisting practices; the operatic 
conventions, understood by the audience, dictate the gendering of a woman’s voice’ (2006, 9). This is 
not dissimilar to what I am attempting to achieve in Chapter 2 of this exegesis. However, we have 
divergent goals. André is arguing that the historical complexity of women’s voices within operatic 
character types allows these characters to resonate past their deaths. I advocate that in the present day, 
we should not passively accept operatic re-runs. We need to use the problems encoded in the historic 
canon of works as an impetus for the creation of new modes of opera. This is a call to arms for new 
stories, new compositions and new modes of operatic performance.  
In advocating this, I am not proposing that opera institutions should discard the historical repertory. 
Rather, contemporary institutions need to radically expand the performance canon to incorporate new 
and different kinds of operatic compositions. Many contemporary composers write opera, but rarely are 
contemporary operas performed. As a result, composers are unable to experiment with, and build upon 
the form in a meaningful way.  If the production of works by living composers in major opera houses 
and festivals comprise less than 10% of the total number of productions, as identified in Dornic’s 1994 
survey, then we have not only a serious problem with the reproduction of historical female repression, 
but also a problem of opera’s relevance more generally, particularly since other performing and visual 
arts have not remained static. Composers are unable to innovate and contemporise opera because they 
are not given support by the institutions that perpetuate it, and this is made doubly difficult for female 
composers, who are already massively under-represented in the professional sphere.  
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To reclaim the operatic tradition and make space for female agency (beyond the glorious sound of 
female voices), female performers, composers, conductors, directors and musicologists must take 
control of the tradition by creating new operas occupying new artistic territories. Because support from 
opera’s conventional intuitions is, largely, not forthcoming, this will involve the generation of new 
performance contexts outside the traditional opera house.  It will take a groundswell to shift operatic 
women from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century.   
Like Citron’s female students, I want operatic women to “Get a life!”: a life of their own; a life that they 
live and breathe, even after things get tough. A life that women compose, write and sing. Opera can be 
more than it has been: a beautiful, flawed, transcendental deathmachine. 
3 .8  - Conclusion  
This chapter has surveyed the kinds of gender which are regularly reproduced within opera’s main 
performance institutions. Gender is encoded at three levels in operatic performance, the composition, 
the libretto text and the staging. However, the libretto text most explicitly directs the portrayal of 
women, and librettos have become a particular focus of feminist critiques of the operatic tradition. 
Operatic women in dramas are regularly positioned within violent experiences including death and rape, 
while women in operatic comedies are commodified to reproduce patriarchal heteronormativity. The 
operatic tradition has embedded these archaic femininities for a variety of reasons, but they persist 
primarily because opera companies have ceased to update their repertory with the work of living 
composers. Instead, they give preference to repertoire from the nineteenth century. Some opera 
directors have focused on relocating a work’s staging in order to modernise the identity politics 
embedded in the score and libretto. However, these efforts vary greatly, and overall, have done little to 
change the audience’s perception of historical operas such as Don Giovanni, which are extremely 
troubling but very popular. In order to genuinely enact change in opera, operatic institutions need to 
support new compositions depicting contemporary modes of femininity within their repertory. 
Preferably, this process should emphasise works by living female composers in order to redress the great 
gender imbalance in the historic operatic canon from which women are entirely absent34. Chapter 5 will 
address how The Pomegranate Cycle models new kinds of operatic femininities within its libretto text, 
narrative structure and use of voice. 
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9 Two characters on this list may cause some controversy. I include The Queen of the Night even though she 
predates the nineteenth century convention of explicit female death. The opera directors I have worked with on 
productions of Die Zauberflöte have staged The Queen of the Night’s downfall as her physical death.  
Additionally, the libretto text in translation reads:  ‘Shattered, shattered is our power! We are all fallen into 
eternal night!’(Lea 1997). Given that physical death in opera is often explained as necessary for circumventing 
female power on stage, the literal shattering of The Queen of The Night’s political and magical power therefore 
equates to her death. 
 
Singer Natalie Dessay and others have argued that Violetta’s death represents the death of a “pure” women. 
Dessay states that Violetta has to die because ‘she can’t stand the fact that she is a pure soul with a dirty life, 
because of the look of the society on her’ (Rosenfelder 2010). I include her as a woman of vice, rather than 
banding her with the “pure” victim figures, for example Cio-Cio-San and Mimì, because of the attitudes of 
society as portrayed by the male characters in La traviata, specifically by Giorgio Germont and to a lesser extent, 
Alfredo Germont. These are explained by the opera’s title ‘traviata’, which means reprobate (Clément 1989, 60), 
and is commonly translated as ‘The Fallen Woman’ or  ‘The Woman Gone Astray’ (Kennedy 2012).  
 
10 This is covered in more detail in Chapter 2 of this exegesis.  
 
11 Citron’s observations are anecdotal, and contextualized in a discussion about the impact of third wave feminism 
on classical music performance and pedagogy. I mention it here because this has been a reaction I have observed 
in both my academic and performance careers. My generation, the “third-wavers”, just don’t “get it”.  
 
12 The role of the score in Western art music will be discussed further in Chapter 6 of this exegesis.  	  
13 See: (Gorbman 1987), (Larsen 2005) and (Levinson 1996).  	  
14 McClary describes semantic codes as being ‘readily acknowledged’ in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
but suppressed during the Romantic period due to the ‘obsession over the authenticity of subjective expression’ 
(McClary 1991, 68). 
 
15 At the time of writing, I am working with composer Benjamin Loomes to realize the role of Jade in the opera 
Our Side of the River (2012). The opera is skillfully crafted, sounds beautiful, and the composer and the 
librettist, Murry Dahm, have collaboratively workshopped character dynamics within the story arch. Loomes has 
employed chromaticism, shifting meters, and recurring motifs to illustrate the characters’ sexual and personal 
dysfunction (male and female). Despite this, I am playing a woman who falls pregnant against the wishes of her 
husband and is shot after she discovers that her husband is having an affair. The blood of a women and her 
unborn child is the device accenting the characters’ personal corruption and that of the society more generally. 
This is to be expected - afterall, this is opera. Convention must have its sacrifice, and in this instance the possible 
romanticism of Jade’s death is nullified by the death of her unborn child. 
 
Or is it? Paradoxically, Jade is the only character in the opera who largely maintains her innocence. In 
conversation with Loomes, he jokingly said that Jade’s only crime was being a bit boring. Jade is the good 
woman. She works, she is constantly washing dishes, she gets railroaded by her husband’s artistic ambitions while 
wanting nothing more from life than to be a mother and to love her husband. But in these modern times, and 
positioned against the other characters: an ex-model, an ex-sports star and a struggling poet, her mundaneness is 
her purity. Ultimately, she dies for being the archetypal every-woman-of-suburbia instead of the fractured 
celebrity or artist figure to which our popular culture aspires.  
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16 André’s study maps what she calls the ‘aural genealogy’, or ‘period ear’ of voice and character types across the 
nineteenth century (André 2006, xiii). She argues that ‘the sound of operatic singing has encoded meanings and 
associations for who a character was… the nineteenth century Italian audience was able to ascertain a character’s 
position in an opera plot by the timbral sound of the voice. Different connotations for characterization in opera 
were elicited by the sound of a high soprano voice as opposed to a lower contralto’ (André 2006, 12).  	  
17 Assessing the role the castrati played in the history of opera is beyond the scope and focus of this paper. For 
more information see: Opera in the Flesh: Sexuality In Operatic Performance (Abel 1997), Voicing Gender: 
Castrati, Travesti, and the Second Woman in Early-Nineteenth-Century Italian Opera (André 2006) and 
Eunuchs and castrati: a cultural history (Scholz 2001). 
 
18André also uses the term ‘second woman’ for a male role being performed by a female singer (André 2006, xii). 
André developed the term the ‘period ear’ to try and explain why she was hearing differences in masculine and 
feminine characterisation, even when the characters were being performed by the same female singer (2006, xiii).  
 
19 The text is ambiguous. Charlotte’s final words are ‘Ah! ... Werther—All is ended!’ (MacMurray & Franzetti 
1996, 481). Werther is a notable opera because it concerns the “undoing” of a man, Werther, who commits 
suicide because he cannot fulfill his love with Charlotte. We witness Werther’s depression and grief, but we do 
not witness Charlotte’s loss upon his death. Werther dies, Charlotte collapses, and the opera ends. We do not 
find out what happens to the woman left behind. 
  
20 For Clément’s account of Don Giovanni see: (1989, 34-35). For Pamina in Die Zauberflöte see: (Clément 
1989, 72). 	  	  
21 Clément analyses her experiences of both fascination and repulsion with Giovanni as “The fall of Don Juan” 
(1989, 93-94). 
 
22 Lucretia’s rape is not listed as a stage direction in the musical score; rather, it is implied as part of the stage 
action by the composition.  See orchestral score: (Mills 2001, Act II pp 84-103). 
 
23 She sings: ‘Forgive, forgive for pity’s sake forgive. Upon my knees I beg for these two lives. If I so grievously 
wronged forgive, so must ev’ry tortured soul. Forgive lest evil like a pestilence infect each soul. If God dwells 
within our hearts forgiveness is the proof’ (Mills 2001, Act III 47-51). 	  
24 Liza Lim’s Yuè Lìng Jié (Moon Spirit Feasting): A Chinese Ritual Street Opera (1999) which premiered two 
years prior to Batavia offers an interesting point of comparison because both operas employ graphic depictions of 
sex onstage as part of the dramatic climax. However the sexual content of Yuè Lìng Jié, is drawn directly from a 
Daoist sex manual (Lim & Yap 2000, viii) and its location in the work foregrounds a discussion of the 
regulation of the body in the construction of traditional Chinese gender roles. Notably, both the composer and 
the librettist of Yuè Lìng Jié are female.  	  
25 Abel considers that few male characters would qualify for icon status, and notably Giovanni is one of them. 
See: (Abel 1997, 38). 
 
26 A notable critic of Clément has been Paul Robinson, who argues generally against libretto-centered readings of 
opera in his essay “A Deconstructive Postscript: Reading Libretti and Misreading Opera" (Robinson 1988), and 
specifically against Clément’s approach in his review of Opera, or the Undoing of Women for the New York 
Times Book Review (Robinson 1989). In Robinson’s view, Clément ‘would have been greatly aided in her 
object, I believe, had she pursued the musical logic of opera more seriously. Perhaps the single most important 	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musical fact about opera's female victims is that they sing with an authority equal to that of their male oppressors’ 
(ibid).  
 
27 The author notes a European bias in the opera houses listed, and the survey method was by no means 
comprehensive, but it identified a useful numerical picture for consideration.   	  
28 Littlejohn similarly notes that his survey method was ‘compiled by means of an arbitrary (and inherently 
flawed) tallying process’ (1992, 20). However, I have not been able to find a more rigorous or recent survey 
compiling similar data. I include it here because it offers a comparison for the results of the 1994 Dornic survey. 
 
29 Littlejohn argues that the bottom third or quarter of the hundred most performed operas vary ‘considerably 
from year to year… depending on producers’ search for variety, how long a work has been off the schedule, and 
the changing preferences of singers and audience’ (1992, 21-24). Movement in the top one hundred operas, the 
inclusion of composers such as Britten, Berg, Janáček, and Bartok, a general acceptance of Handel, Monteverdi 
and Gluck, along with Mozart’s notable increase in popularity, and an increase in the number of operas offered 
by companies post-World War II are all factors that Littlejohn uses to argue that the standard repertory ‘has 
never been larger or more diverse’, and is therefore vital and capable of mutation (1992, 24). The oldest two 
operas in the list are Britten’s Turn of the Screw (1954) ranked at number 88, and Poulenc’s Les Dialogues des 
Carmélites (1957) ranked at number 95. Ranked higher than these operas were musicals performed by opera 
companies: West Side Story (Bernstein, 1957) positioned at number 78 and My Fair Lady (Lerner, 1956) 
positioned at number 81. The composers of these musicals were the only living composers included on the list. 
Littlejohn does not provide statistics on the works of living composers that fall outside the hundred most 
performed works. Because of the lack of interest in new operatic works, both in terms of the top one hundred 
works performed and the absence of this data in Littlejohn’s research, I strongly disagree with the characterisation 
of operatic repertoire as “vital”. 	  
30 ‘Women are like that’ was a translation used for G. Schirmer's 1952 (Mozart et al.) edition of the vocal score, 
and this title is commonly used in English language productions of the work. Commentary on the EMI Classics 
recording of Così fan tutte, conducted by Bernard Haitink, notes that the opera’s title is impossible to translate 
elegantly, and roughly ‘means “Thus do all women”, or “All women behave so”…. the title is important, as the 
words occur in the libretto’ See: http://www.emiclassics.com/releaseabout.php?rid=47206 (EMI Classics 
2011). 
 
31 Don Alfonso urges Guglielmo and Ferrando to marry the girls, saying ‘they are not responsible for their own 
nature (“Tutti accusan le donne”)’ (Rushton 2011).  
 
32 In the preface to Unsung voices: opera and musical narrative in the nineteenth century, Carolyn Abbate frames 
her study around the idea of musical voices. To begin this, she paraphrases the writing of Paul Robinson, who 
argues that the sonorous texture of the voice should redirect attention away from the dramatic action towards an 
understanding of the musical body: ‘His point was that women… tend to be interpreted as they are represented in 
plots: what is neglected is their voice, how it is depicted, how it is put to work—in the end, how this undefeated 
voice speaks across the crushing plot’ (Abbate 1996, ix). In “Opera; or the Envoicing of Women”, Abbate argues 
that when we hear a female performer she becomes ‘resonant, her musical speech drowns out everything in range’ 
and as a result, the audience becomes passive objects ‘battered by that voice’ (Abbate 1995, 254). She also 
contends that during performance, the singer is able to wrest the composer’s and librettist’s voices and slip into 
the ‘male/active/subject” position (ibid). This position is similar to Caverero’s positioning of operatic voice 
discussed in Chapter 2. 
 
33 To justify this statement, Dolar cites a 1988-1989 survey of 252 opera companies and festivals around the 
world that was used to compile a list of the one hundred most frequently produced operas (Dolar 2001, 91). The 	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survey found that only two operas before Gluck were featured on the list and four of Mozart’s operas made the 
top ten (ibid). 	  
34 Nowhere is this more obvious than in the debate occurring on Wikipedia’s “List of major opera composers” 
page, which includes approximately 70 male composers spanning the art form’s history and a disclaimer 
subsection, which states:  
A number of reasons, including the high cost of production and high status of opera, have been 
suggested to explain the relatively few women who have been composers of opera, and no woman 
composer met the criteria for inclusion above. However, some experts in our sample disagreed, and 
named one or both of the women below as comparable to those already listed: Dame Ethel Smyth 
(1858–1944) … Judith Weir (born 1954)… (Wikipedia 2011). 
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Chapter 4 - Unearthly Creatures: Opera’s New 
Frontiers 
There are a lot of problems with opera and I can see a lot of reasons why people wouldn't 
want to do it at all. For one thing, the tradition is so moribund who would want to get 
involved with it? When you walk into an opera house, you're walking back a hundred years, 
and you're dealing with people who are quite happy back there … singing this confined Italian 
literature, people learn roles and they go through their career, doing this or that part for 
different companies. Many singers aren't willing to take on the challenge of creating a new 
character … There's another obstacle: who wants to write an opera which at best opera 
companies are reluctant to stage? There aren't too many people who will write an opera and 
put it in their drawer hoping someone will do it. So then you get into this Catch-22! How do 
you get commissioned to write an opera if you haven't written one? (Philip Glass cited in 
Glass & Howell 1981, 71–72) 
4.1  -  Introduction 
This chapter is primarily a context review of twentieth and twenty-first century musical works which 
have pushed the boundaries of the operatic form by using technology as a central compositional 
element. Notably, while most of the composers reference opera in some way, either by title, obvious 
aesthetic appropriation, or accompanying descriptions of the works, few of the works would be 
considered as constituting “opera” if representatives of traditional operatic institutions encountered 
them. In some instances, this is because the artists experimenting with the operatic from are primarily 
located inside another musical tradition. Opera is drawn upon, then, either to appropriate its grand 
interwoven narrative structure and/or the sublime ‘transcendence’ of operatic voices, or alternatively, 
because the juxtaposition of opera with contemporary popular music produces a marked, often 
humorous, critique of identities and cultural boundaries. There are some notable exceptions, where 
technologically-driven experiments with the cultural form of opera remain within the tradition, 
primarily because the “composer” or the “singer”, as opposed to the performer/composer/producer, 
has already been located within the classical tradition, and is therefore recognised as belonging. The 
review of these works, and their relationship to “opera” will form a point of comparison for locating my 
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work, The Pomegranate Cycle (2010).  This chapter is not an exhaustive survey of works; rather, I 
include in the discussion only figures that frame my own compositional development, or who have 
challenged the operatic tradition in ways which have opened it up and extended operatic forms35.  
Works and artists discussed in this chapter fall loosely into six categories: experimental opera works 
from inside the classical tradition from the 1950s to the 1980s; the appropriation of operatic vocal styles 
into pop-rock-electro recordings of the 1970s to the 1990s; the incorporation of operatic arias into 
chillout electronica recordings of the 1990s and 2000s; an overview of female composers-performers 
from the 1990s to the present, who were educated in the classical tradition and subsequently returned to 
exploring classical and experimental compositional techniques after establishing themselves as successful 
popular music artists; the emergence of postclassical composition, merging orchestral instrumentation 
with minimalist ambient electronic aesthetics in the 2000s; and experimentation with technology-
centred operatic performances which developed innovative approaches to staging opera during the 
2000s to the 2010s. By charting this trajectory, I will show that the operatic form has been continually 
challenged since the 1950s.  
Performer-composers inside the classical tradition, for example Bussotti, Berio, Cage, Glass and Ashley, 
have dismantled traditional modes of operatic composition and experimented with operatic structures in 
performance. Performer-composers such as Berberian, Galas, Hagen and Nomi36, have confronted the 
aesthetics and methods of operatic vocal production by incorporating every conceivable vocal sound 
into their repertoire for emotional, dramatic, or comic effects. Performers, producers and DJs such as 
McLaren, Schwartz, Daz Nuance and Lord Vanger, have appropriated canonical arias and remixed 
them with impunity, adding an “exotic” operatic layer to their music with successful commercial 
outcomes. Female performer-composers, Amos, Gerrard and Björk, have maximised their success as 
popular musicians to enable their movement into experimental and classical music forms of 
composition. Classical performer-composers, Richter, Jóhannsson and Muhly, have fluidly integrated 
acoustic instrumental styles of classical composition with cinematic, electronic and ambient music 
processes, and this has encouraged a dialogue between classical music and ambient electronica by artists 
who began their careers in the dance music scene, like Murcof and Yokota. These experiments with 
opera have contested, tested and reworked every aspect of the form. As a consequence, many of these 
artists, among them, Glass, Ashley and Galas, have been asked to justify their definitions of opera or 
their specific usage by figures or institutions seeking to protect traditional opera. Regardless of their 
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relationship to operatic institutions, these artists have generated discussion about what opera is and how 
it functions. In doing so, they have defined new operatic frontiers, and opened a path for continued 
experimentation with operatic forms, both from within the tradition and without. Many of these artists, 
particularly the artists working in relationship with popular music, for example, Ashley, Glass, Hagen, 
Nomi, Serra and McClaren, have built substantial audiences for their experimentations.  
Female artists, like Amos, Galas, Björk, and Gerrard, have facilitated the development of their 
compositional voices by distinguishing themselves as popular music artists, effectively “breaking into” 
the role of composer that might have been denied them had they continued to work purely within the 
sphere of classical music. As a female composer-performer-producer myself, who is attempting to work 
from the other direction, of being positioned more fully within the sphere of classical music but 
adopting a compositional process more fitted to popular music artists, I consider these women to have 
provided a model for how this can be achieved. Recent work by Amos in particular has been 
appropriated into classical music institutions, and therefore “legitimised” within the tradition. In my 
own practice, I have challenged the way the operatic tradition has operated by appropriating popular 
music methodologies to “hijack” the role of composer. Gaining access to composition is difficult for a 
female opera singer because classical music institutions encourage (female) singers to occupy a single 
role. By accessing a compositional role, I am creating performances that challenge the tradition from 
within, defining new feminist-orientated narratives and vocalities, by drawing together threads from 
these varied operatic frontiers that have already been established.  
4.2 - Electronica-Opera and Alien Divas 
In opposition to neat chronology, I would like to begin by discussing the use of opera in the film The 
Fifth Element (Besson 1997). The film features a blue opera-singing alien called Diva Plavalaguna 
(played by Maiwenn Le Besco), who has in her possession mystic Elemental Stones that open a weapon 
to rescue the universe from a malevolent evil. On board a luxury spaceship hotel called Fhloston 
Paradise, Plavalaguna appears in a corridor wearing a shimmering, layered, slightly transparent burka and 
breathes imperceptible instructions to an assistant. Here, Plavalaguna personifies Western culture’s pre-
September 11 fetishisation of veiled but perceptible West Asian sensuality37. Then Plavalaguna appears 
on stage, revealed as tall, blue and shimmering with an elongated, hairless, cornucopia-shaped head. 
Long, straight, tendril-like appendages extend from her head and back to sway expressively as she 
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moves. Plavalaguna’s costume and her skin are the same colour and texture, and the costume is skin-
tight until the dress fans out below her hips, making it is impossible for the viewing audience to 
determine which parts of Plavalaguna’s upper alien body is concealed and which are revealed. We 
cannot help but wonder, until she sings.  
The performance takes two parts: a conventional operatic rendering of the iconic mad scene, “Il dolce 
suono” from Lucia di Lammermoor (Donizetti 1835), with orchestral accompaniment, and then a 
setting of lyric-less opera voice utilising coloratura techniques, including fast runs, extreme pitch 
juxtapositions and a glissando, which are electronically manipulated and layered against techno beats. As 
Plavalaguna sings, she stands alone in the centre of a grand opera stage while the audience, including the 
hero, Korben Dallas (played by Bruce Willis), sit in rapturous silence. Plavalaguna enacts her aria by 
extending her arms outwards, accentuating elongated fingers and long black nails in motions that 
resemble a bird taking flight. These gestures are recognisably operatic in flavour, drawing the audience 
into her performative world. Then, the techno beat begins and her vocal fireworks are juxtaposed with a 
fight scene involving the movie’s heroine, Leeloo. Leeloo is a supreme being, and the “fifth element” 
necessary to defeat the impending evil. Leeloo is attempting to protect the Elemental Stones from a 
group of marauding aliens called the Mangalores. The diva finishes her aria, triumphant, with arms 
outstretched, and her triumph is echoed by Leeloo, who also extends her arms outwards after defeating 
a group of Mangalores. The audience erupts in applause, but the applause is broken by the remaining 
Mangalores who take over the ship and enter the opera theatre. As the audience screams, Plavalaguna is 
shot, and her arms extend outwards again as she slowly falls to the floor, with blue blood pouring from 
her abdomen38. Korban Dallas pulls her body off the stage and the Diva speaks her final words with a 
vocoded echo, telling Dallas that for Leeloo to survive, Leeloo needs his love, and also revealing that the 
Elemental Stones are inside her alien body. Dallas reaches inside Plavalaguna’s abdomen and fishes out 
the stones, covered in her blood. As the protagonists escape from the ship, the revered diva’s body is 
(presumably) left behind in the opera theatre to explode with the ship. The opera performance has 
concluded. 
The construction of the blue alien diva character in The Fifth Element is not subtle. However, 
Plavalaguna is useful because she combines all of the exotic, sexualised, and violent imagery which 
circulates around female operatic voices and bodies (discussed in Chapter 3) through opera into 
mainstream popular culture. At the same time, she also allows opera’s opulence and melodrama to be 
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appropriated into the “space opera” playing out in the film’s narrative. Plavalaguna is the object of a 
fierce erotic gaze, with the camera focusing through her extended fingers onto Dallas’s rapturous, 
shining eyes. Ott & Aoki consider the audience present in film as an echo of the external cinematic 
audience, with both audiences delighting in their erotic ‘visual rape’ of the female form:  
The violence of the audience's gaze is suddenly and unexpectedly given image within the 
narrative as the alien diva is struck by gunfire and killed, thereby transferring the audience's 
violent actions onto the evil actions of the Mangalores. The violence inflicted by the aural and 
visual devouring of the diva is so great that it risks rupturing the filmic fantasy, and opening a 
space for self-reflective feelings of guilt. Since guilt would challenge the ideology of the gaze, 
however, the space is quickly closed through victimage (2004, 156). 
While Ott & Aoki view Plavalaguna’s death as rupturing filmic fantasy, her death is also enacting a 
ritual “pleasure” of romanitic opera, as death is also the fate of Lucia, who Plavalaguna revives in her 
concert by the performance of “Il dolce suono”. Additionally, the transition from Lucia’s mad-scene 
into “The Diva Dance” (Serra 1997), a techno-vocal exploration, extends the madness from the 
operatic sonorities into the electronic sonorities present in the rest of the film’s soundtrack. 
Plavalaguna’s otherworldly voice ranges from the transcendence of known human “pinnacles” of art, the 
Lucia aria, into the unknown genre limbo of the awkward techno-operatic hybrid song, where the diva’s 
voice, sung by soprano Inva Mula39, is pitch shifted beyond apparent human vocal ranges, arpeggiating 
rapidly across the techno beat. The coloratura vocal style employed in “The Diva Dance” is used in 
romantic opera to evoke agitation, madness, difference and danger. We are meant to understand that 
this exaggerated and modified coloratura sound is not human because the composer and engineers have 
allowed certain notes and runs to sound like they were played on a synthesiser. The perceptibly 
processed notes take on a jagged electronic timber which flattens note vibrato and sharpens the edged 
cut-offs between notes. The great illusion in this performance is that all the notes in the aria were 
apparently sung by Mula and subsequently processed to sound electronic40. This tricks the listener into 
believing they are beyond an achievable human vocal range. The piece undoubtedly requires virtuosity to 
perform, extending from a G# in the bass clef (for a short rising glissando performed in chest voice) to 
a brief staccato G# an octave above the treble clef (See: Figure 2). However, beyond the liberal 
application of reverberation, noticeable electronic processing is utilised to smooth areas in the voice 
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where there might be glitches or imperfections due to the difficulty of the score for a colouratura 
soprano voice41.  
The ingenuity of “The Diva 
Dance” is that it directly 
engages with the operatic 
coloratura compositional style 
of the preceding aria, and 
pushes this style to excess, 
excess even beyond what 
repertory opera can generate. 
Thus, “The Diva Dance” 
obfuscates operatic 
constructions of vocal 
virtuosity and vocal 
transcendence because it 
(deceptively) leaves an audible 
account of its digital 
processing. In the wake of the 
movie, Mula’s vocals generated 
considerable debate. Some 
listeners felt uncomfortable 
because they had trouble working out what elements of the performance were “real”42. This debate 
ruptures conventional ideas of operatic voice being “transcendent” since the mode of production has 
been called into question. “The Diva Dance” thereby confronts the operatic genre’s reliance upon a 
notion of transcendence, which has been used to overcome narrative flaws, sexism, racism and other 
problems embedded in the repertory. Few composers who appropriate opera into electronica genres 
have engaged so directly with the conventions and constructions of operatic vocalities. 
The alien operatic Diva in The Fifth Element spawned a series of musical explorations blending 
operatic voices, usually performing canonical repertoire, with various genres of electronica. The first and 
most commercially significant of these attempts appeared during 1997, the year The Fifth Element was 
Figure 2 :  “The Diva Dance” (Serra 1997) 
Transcription by Cordeiro (2010) 
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released. The project, know as “Aria”, was created and produced by Paul Schwartz in collaboration with 
Mario Grigorov, and the first album, Aria 1 (1997), included remixes of iconic works by Verdi, 
Puccini, Purcell, Mozart and Bizet. Lead vocal performances were from well-known Broadway soprano, 
Rebecca Luker, and Michelle Ivey. The album would either infuriate or prove hilarious to aficionados 
of traditional opera because of its use of canonic arias in the context of (very cheesy) sound effects and 
ambient/trance/chillout beats. Additionally, Ivey’s performances, while attempting an operatic style, are 
not exemplary and therefore fail to give the vocals the authority needed to sound convincing when 
placed in the electronic sound environment. However, Luker’s performances, which unashamedly delve 
into contemporary vocal styles, seem to work better because their departure from operatic techniques 
situates the vocals more solidly within the ambient electronic sound world. Two tracks which bear 
noting are “Dido”, a reinterpretation of “Dido’s Lament” from the Purcell opera Dido and Aeneas 
(1688)43, and “Habanera”, a reworking of the “Habanera” from Bizet’s opera Carmen (1875)44. “Dido” 
is noteworthy because, apart from the insertion of beats and riffs, it maintains the structure of the 
original operatic aria and retains much of the original instrumentation, albeit reduced for synthesiser. 
“Habanera” is interesting as it attempts to remix and reinterpret the “Habanera” in a way which is 
unashamedly kitsch, utlilising only the “catchy” elements of the aria, sampling from recordings of the 
aria, and redesigning the emotional journey of the aria completely.  
Schwartz followed up Aria 1 with Aria 2 – New Horizons (Schwartz 1999). While premised on the 
same concept, that of arranging traditional arias with contemporary beats and sound textures, the album 
sounds vastly different because Schwartz used a live orchestra, drum and percussion players to realise 
large sections of the album, with synth elements disappearing periodically to preference these timbres. 
Other differences include a dramatic increase in production values, the inclusion of some purely 
instrumental tracks and some lesser known classical pieces, the addition of a male vocalist, an emphasis 
on pop vocal style throughout, and the inclusion of new music, wholly composed for the project (rather 
than appropriated or remixed works). Aria 2 is much more successful in producing aesthetic interest, 
with a greater dynamic range in the construction and progression of pieces, more restraint shown in the 
contrasting of styles, and more cohesion between vocal style, melodic instrumentation and electronic 
rhythms. Schwartz repeated the production format in Aria 3- Metamorphosis (2005). However, there 
are also some stylistic differences, including the use of a choir in the performance of two tracks, and a 
noticeable movement away from trance style beats towards more generic pop-dance beats, and a 
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decrease in the use of synthesiser. The use of audible processing in the production layers of the mix 
improves greatly between the second and third Aria albums, with the third album utilising more subtle 
electronic textural effects which carry across tracks in a pleasing manner and assist the aesthetic of 
individual tracks to gel together across the length of the album. 
The stylistic progression through the three Aria albums, and their mainstream international distribution 
on the Café del Mar label franchise, shows that Schwartz made significant inroads, combining opera 
with ambient styles of electronica, and was successful in translating key operatic texts for new audiences, 
which was his stated intent45. Whether he was able to do this without diminishing the value of the arias 
for traditional classical audiences, is doubtful.  
Schwartz was not the only person blending opera with electronica in the late 1990s. Australian producer 
Daz Nuance, collaborated with soprano Karen Cummings, contralto Justine Bradley, guitarist Floyd 
Vincent, saxophonist Marty Hill and trumpeter Mike Bukovsky to record Divaria (1999). This album 
shows a similar amalgamation of ambient/trance/chillout and opera to the first two Aria albums. 
However, Divaria includes only four arrangements of operatic arias, and all other tracks are original 
compositions written by Nuance (Andrew Thomas Wilson) in collaboration with some of the album’s 
other performers. Divaria also exhibits a strong jazz influence because of the inclusion of saxophone, 
trumpet and organ solos alongside Bradley’s bluesy, breathy vocality. Cummings’s operatic performance 
on the album demonstrates an immaculate classical technique, and while her voice is saturated in reverb, 
the purity and control of her lyric tone brings the operatic vocal quality into a genuine dialogue with 
other instrumental parts. Divaria II (2002)  was released in 2002, and it maintained a similar format 
and style and also featured Cummings, this time exploring a darker mezzo-soprano vocality. However, 
there are only three operatic arrangements on this album, and they appear to be present as a thematic 
tie-in to the first album, rather than driving the album’s progression. The aria arrangements are the first, 
fourth and seventh tracks on a twelve-track album. Nuance’s original compositions direct the album’s 
narrative and his compositions feature a variety of singers performing in a pop-jazz style46. The two 
Divaria albums position opera within ambient electronica genres, but their stylistic focus is weighted 
towards eclectic instrumental explorations rather than on explorations of aria form or opera voice. 
Although the Divaria albums were originally released by Seratone Records, ABC Music released an 
album called Divaria Arias (2005), compiling the arias from the two records with several of Nuance’s 
instrumental tracks and a remix called “Nessun Float Tank”. The ABC compilation release changed the 
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narrative trajectory greatly, emphasising popular classical repertoire at the beginning of the album 
(“Nessun Dorma”, “Flower Song (Lakme)” and “Simoun (Pavane)” are the first three songs), and as a 
consequence, Divaria Arias more strongly resembles the intent of the Aria albums, rather than the more 
casual exploration of opera found on the original Divaria albums.  
The other notable operatic electronica project remixing and rearranging canonic arias was Operatica, 
produced by Lord Vanger. The Operatica project released three albums Operatica: "O", Vol. 1 (2000), 
Operatica: Shine (2002) and Operatica: Christmas Classics (2003). Operatica features various vocalists, 
although soprano Maureen O’Flynn features extensively in the first and third albums. The Shine album 
utilises various well-known singers, including Inva Mula who voiced Plavalaguna in the Fifth Element, 
Chinese soprano Ying Huang, who stared in the film version of Madame Butterfly (Mitterrand 1995), 
and Persian classical singer Shakila. While Shine similarly occupies a chillout/ambient/electronica 
space, it gives prominence to the exotica of operatic voices even more strongly than either the Aria or 
Divaria albums by positioning the aria arrangements against arrangements of non-Western songs or 
newly composed songs which appropriated central motifs from non-Western musics47. Notable tracks 
in this vein are “Lost In Someone Else’s Dream”, which combines break-beat with South Asian style 
vocals by Jihae, and “Kokab”, a progressive trance-influenced reworking of a Persian folk tune, 
performed by Shakila. Shine’s production values are extremely high, and this assists the positioning of 
contrasting vocal styles across the album. When combined with Lord Vanger’s ever-present low-key 
beat bed, this album maintains a continuity that defies the wild stylistic appropriations and 
juxtapositions occurring throughout.  
Positioned within a chillout/ambient/trance/electronica genre frame, operatic voices and opera arias 
are detached from both their narrative of creation and the narrative of the operatic story they derive 
from. The generic transcendence associated with operatic voices, the fact that most arias are in languages 
other than English, and the high/low cultural distance which operatic institutions have maintained, 
permit the appropriation of opera to take place quite smoothly. Here, women’s opera voices48 are 
isolated and positioned as something exotic and other within a genre which aspires to hedonistic 
relaxation or forgetfulness. Chillout might be listened to, danced to, or relegated to muzak. In these 
genres, the male producers Schwartz, Daz Nuance, and Lord Vanger, act as composer and focal point 
of the album, while the singers retain their voice-input-only role. As such, these albums have not 
shifted female opera singers into authorial roles, rather they taken the most easily fetishised aspects of 
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opera—the iconography of the opera “diva” as embodied by specific popular arias—and transported 
them into new spaces of commodification. The timing of these releases implies that they were intended 
to commercialise the pop-cultural interest in “techno-opera” generated by The Fifth Element. 
Whether artists like Schwartz intended to extend operatic forms or simply “cash in” is debatable, but 
certainly the ABC and Café del Mar lent these projects support, repackaging and distributing them after 
they proved viable. 
4.3  -When an Opera is  not an Opera 
In the second half of the twentieth century there were several waves of experimentation with operatic 
forms which preceded the chillout-electronica-opera explorations of the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
Inside the sphere of classical music, minimalist and experimental composers had been writing “operas” 
with new approaches to narrative, compositional devices and orcestration and performance conventions. 
These experimentations extended so far that they even challenged the use of traditional operatic vocal 
styles in opera, as exemplified by the work of Robert Ashley, who created a musicality from everyday 
American speech, and Luciano Berio, who deliberately explored all the different kinds of vocalities 
which had traditionally been excluded from opera. Both European and American composers were 
experimenting with musical theatre and opera in the post-war period. While composers such as John 
Cage, Philip Glass, and Robert Ashley, were trying to establish an American tradition of experimental 
opera, there had also been a strong European movement of experimental musical theatre, which 
confronted the operatic tradition directly and was exemplified by the work of composers Sylvano 
Bussotti and Luciano Berio.  
There was considerable interchange between the American and European musical experiments, with 
American composers like Cage, studying and performing in Europe and Europeans like Berio studying 
and teaching in America. Separating these experimentations into different movements makes little sense, 
therefore. Berio took up a position teaching in 1962 at Mills College, California, where he notably 
supervised Steve Reich’s Masters degree in composition before moving on to teach at Julliard from 
1965 (Griffiths 2011). Similarly, Cathy Berberian, an American opera singer based in Milan, was the 
prime interpreter of many of these operatic experiments and exemplifies the interchange occurring 
between European and American traditions.  
	   79	  
Sylvano Bussotti’s first work for theatre, La Passion selon Sade (1965), juxtaposed opera’s ‘“antique”’ 
elements ‘in the form of gestures and stage objects taken from the traditional operatic repertoire’, with a 
‘startlingly modern frame’ in which the ‘composer himself’ is placed ‘carefully amongst the various 
exhibits on display’, with the result that ‘Bussotti himself’ becomes ‘a guide to the museum’ (Fearn 
1998, 130). According to Maehder, the stage is littered ‘with various fragments of sets from Traviata, 
Otello, Turandot, Manon Lescaut’ and other works from the operatic repertory (Maehder 2011b). La 
Passion selon Sade was notable not only for its exploration of musical forms, but also as an innovative 
work of graphic notation which ‘meticulously prescribes effects of lighting and staging’ while giving 
performers ‘considerably freedom’ to interpret the work (ibid). Maehder considers the score notable 
because it ‘renounces the idea of representing continuous action; instead, the inherent erotic potential of 
musical instruments and of the act of music-making is represented on stage’ (ibid).  
In Bussotti’s next theatrical work, Lorenzaccio (1972), Fearn believes Bussotti established ‘a specific 
theatrical model around which the composer’s fantasy is allowed to roam’, which was absent from La 
Passion selon Sade (Fearn 1988, 130). Bussotti described his work as a ‘Romantic Melodrama in Dance, 
in Twenty-Three Scenes and Two Entr’Actes, in homage to the drama of the same name by Alfred de 
Musset’ (ibid, 132). As the description suggests, Lorenzaccio, is intended to parody nineteenth century 
Romantic theatre, and specifically the work of Musset’s with the same name, as an example of the genre 
which was considered so complicated as to be ‘un-performable’ when it appeared in 1834 (ibid)49. The 
work is notable because it is set across three time periods: Medici Florence of 1537, where Musset’s play 
was set; Venice of 1834, during a visit between George Sand and Musset; and in the composer’s 
location, Rome of 1968 (Maehder 2011a). Maehder considers the presence of Musset ‘on stage within 
his own drama’ as a reflection of Bussotti’s desire ‘to show any action on stage as his personal dream of 
self-identification with creative artists of the past’, and this is heightened by the fact that Bussotti 
himself played the role of Musset at the premiere (ibid). Additionally, the score is filled with musical 
quotations, both from Bussotti’s own work and the work of other composers (ibid). Maehder observes 
that the score gives instructions for ‘adding or subtracting parts of a given musical texture’ which acts as 
‘a system of composition and de-composition’ allowing for ‘the notation of large musical units on one 
page of full score’ (ibid). The score also includes sketches for stage design and costumes ‘that are 
interwoven with the music throughout the score’ (ibid).  
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Working alongside Bussotti was Luciano Berio, who wrote eleven explorations of music and theatre 
between 1955 and 1999 (Osmond-Smith 2011). Of Berio’s works, Opera (1970/1977) most directly 
‘concerns itself … with the history of its own medium’ by utilising Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo (1607) ‘as a 
point of departure for tracing the decline of the genre’ (Morgan 1991, 451). Before embarking on 
Opera, Berio’s had already explored an ‘anti-opera’ in the work, Passagio (1963), which  ‘replaced 
narrative by a form of ritual’, as the work’s title implies (Fearn 1998, 121)50. According to Fearn, Berio 
considered the positioning of the work inside a traditional opera house as integral to its performance 
because this established the efficacy of the ‘anti operatic nature of the enterprise’ (ibid, 91). Berio wrote 
that Passagio’s ‘subject is the opera-house itself … to be correctly understood, it must imply the 
experience of opera’ (ibid). In Opera, Berio intermingles the narratives from L’Orfeo, a documentary 
about the sinking of the Titanic, with Terminal (Yankowitz 1969) 51, a spoken word production about 
the terminally ill (Fearn 1998, 121). Intercut with the narratives are ‘a succession of separate musical 
items’ which elaborate and comment on specific items recurring in each of the opera’s Acts (ibid). 
Fearn describes Opera as offering the spectator ‘a choice of paths’ to negotiate the journey of the work, 
which are closed off ‘suddenly’ as the audience is brought ‘face-to-face with the reality of Death’ as 
‘two panic-stricken children are hunted down in the glare of searchlights and killed’ (ibid). Fearn 
considers that Opera represented a ‘crucial turning point in Berio’s composition for the stage’ because it 
allowed him to establish ‘a kaleidoscopic variety of vocal styles and mannerisms, all of which are vital to 
the dramatic working of the piece as a whole’, and which are interwoven with the three narrative layers 
to form a coherent whole (Fearn 1998, 122).  
Mezzo-soprano Cathy Berberian, was central to many new explorations of voice and theatre from the 
late 1950s to the early 1980s. Many composers wrote specific works for her voice, including Bussotti’s 
La Passion selon Sade, John Cage’s Aria (1958), Igor Stravinsky’s Elergy to J.F.K. (1964), Darius 
Milhaud’s Adieu (194), Henry Pousseur’s Phonmes pour Cathy (1966) and William Walton’s  Facade 
2 (1977) (Kim 2011). Berberian married Berio in 1950 while studying music in Milan, and despite their 
marriage ending in 1964, the pair continued working together, with Berio writing Sequenza III for 
woman's voice (1965), and Recital I (for Cathy) (1972) for her after their separation (Osmond-Smith 
2011) 52 . Berberian composed several works, and her first composition, Stripsody (1966), a vocal 
exploration of comic book onomatopoeic sounds, notated by comic book artist Roberto Zamarin, came 
to define her career in the popular consciousness. Stripsody exemplified Berberian’s flexibility as a 
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vocalist, moving between sounds of laughing, shouting, operatic vocal techniques such as runs and trills, 
imitations and nonsense-sounds. The work also showcased her gift for comic timing and assuming and 
discarding vocal characters at will. Osmond-Smith says that in Berberian, Berio found ‘a means of 
complicating and challenging’ Italy’s lyric vocal tradition from within, by ‘incorporating every form of 
vocal behaviour that had traditionally been excluded’ (Osmond-Smith 2011). Thus, Berberian enabled 
Berio ‘to find an approach to the performed text that bestrode conceptual distinction between work as 
sign, and as musically structurable sound’ (ibid).  
A pivital work in American twentieth century operatic composition was Philip Glass’s Einstein on the 
Beach (1976), which premiered at the Festival d’Avignon in France before touring Europe extensively 
and then receiving its American premiere at the Metropolitan Opera (Pomegranate Arts 2011). The 
opera is considered to be a ‘metaphorical’ account of the life of Albert Einstein (Page 2011), consisting 
of ‘a series of static, non-narrative tableaux loosely focused around images related to the physicist … (a 
train, a trial, a spaceship)’, whose music ‘runs concurrently with, yet largely independently of, the 
dramatic action’ (Morgan 1991, 431). The opera uses ‘recurrent images as its main storytelling device’, 
and these are shown ‘in juxtaposition with abstract dance sequences’ choreographed by Lucinda Childs 
(Pomegranate Arts 2011). Einstein on the Beach is four hours and forty minutes long and runs without 
an interval (Page 2011). Instead, the audience ‘is invited to wander in and out at liberty during 
performances’ (ibid). Glass composed the opera for his own ensemble, and so the composition features 
two keyboards, three wind players, and one (amplified) soprano, along with a 16-voice chamber choir, 
from which soprano and tenor soloists emerge (ibid). The opera also includes a solo violinist, who, in 
early performances of the work, was ‘dressed as Albert Einstein and placed between the stage and 
orchestra pit’ (ibid). Glass based the composition on two of his signature minimalist techniques, 
‘additive process’ and ‘cyclic structures’ (ibid). The concepts behind these processes are transparent in 
many sections of the work, such as in “Train 1” and “Night Train”, where the libretto texts alternate 
between the number of the beats in the bar and the solfege names for the pitches the singers are voicing. 
On the 1993 recording of the opera, the “Night Train” sequence continues for twenty minutes (Glass, 
Wilson, et al. 1993). Writing in the liner notes to the 1993 CD release, Page described the opera as ‘a 
glorious "one-shot"’ because the work ‘invented its context, form and language, and then explored them 
so exhaustively that further development would have been redundant’ (ibid).  
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Both Glass and the work’s director, Robert Wilson, described Einstein on the Beach as an “opera”, 
thereby challenging the boundaries of what an opera could be. This challenge became the premise of the 
1985 documentary entitled Einstein on the Beach: The Changing Image of Opera (Obenhaus 1985), 
which attempted to document the work’s restaging at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in 1984. The 
filmmakers introduce the work saying:   
Einstein on the Beach is an opera like no other. There is no story. No hero or heroine. No 
obvious links between words, images and music.  A scene lasting thirty minutes might consist 
of a single image that changes at an almost glacial pace. The music may sustain a single note 
for minutes or explode in contagiously rhythmic combinations of voice, violin and amplified 
instruments. It is an opera where dancers are the featured performers. The American premiere 
of Einstein on the Beach in 1976, changed forever the image of opera (ibid).  
In an interview for the Performing Arts Journal, Glass discusses the reception and positioning of 
Einstein on the Beach and notes that ‘whether or not it was an opera’, the work ‘could only be done in 
an opera house’ (Glass & Howell 1981, 71). Glass says that they ‘didn't really care what people called it, 
we performed in opera houses, opera people came to see it’ (ibid). He goes on to mention that one of 
the audience members was Hans De Roo of the Netherlands Opera, who ‘was not convinced by 
Einstein, but he was certainly intrigued enough to ask me if I would like to write “a real opera"’ (ibid)53.  
In Page’s view, Einstein on the Beach paved the way for other kinds of experimentation with operatic 
and theatrical forms because it gave American composers operating within the sphere of classical music 
‘permission’ to experiment with its ‘radical example’ (Glass, Wilson, et al. 1993). Following Einstein on 
the Beach, John Cage premiered five operas between 1987 and 1991, in a series called Europeras, which 
used chance operations to determine the outcome of performances. Europeras I and II  ‘deliberately 
randomized phantasmagoria of European opera fragments (Gluck to Puccini), performed with sets, 
costumes, props, scenery, lighting, movement and scenarios chosen at random and without reference to 
each other’ (Andrew Stiller 2011). The cast includes 19 singers (‘representing each of the different vocal 
types’), and ‘12 silent “assistants”, who perform as stagehands, dancers and acrobats’ (ibid). Other 
works in the series also experimented with slices of the operatic repertory, and the remaining three 
operas in the series incorporated gramophones playing operatic recordings (Latham 2011). 
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The other American composer who has come to define new kinds of opera is Robert Ashley. Ashley 
has been working on mediatised opera since the 1960s, redefining the medium’s stage through television 
in the late 1970s 54 , and transfiguring opera into a form built upon everyday American speech 
vernaculars. Sabatini describes Ashley’s practice as ‘dedicated to the music of sound and language, 
particularly American vernacular speech and its reworkings into songs, narratized singing, and 
performance structures’ (2005, 45). Sabatini characterises Ashely’s well known pieces, for example 
Perfect Lives (1980), Dust (2000) and Celestial Excursions (2003), as ‘at once musical, theatrical, 
operatic, novelistic, and highly intermediated’, drawing upon ‘staging and performance practices that are 
recognizable from the post-war Euro-American new music in its experimental and avant-garde 
traditions’ (Sabatini 2005, 45). According to Sabatini, Ashley’s compositional style emerged from ‘the 
speaking and storytelling features of American speech (male and female)’ which have been  recomposed 
in Ashley’s work to become ‘a type of American sprechstimme (speech song)’, which resembles 
‘musicalized recountings, meditations, and metaphysical analyses’ (ibid, 46)55.  
Ashley’s first television work, Music with Roots in the Aether: A Television Opera (1976), contrasted 
interviews with composers like Glass, Gordon Mumma and Terry Riley, with extracts of experimental 
music, to position ‘“the music being made”’ as ‘“the 'theatre' (the stage) for the interviews”’ (ibid, 47). 
Ashley’s next television work, Perfect Lives: An Opera for Television (1976-1982), was built solely 
upon Ashley’s own musical explorations. Perfect Lives was constructed as seven, twenty-five-minute 
television episodes, which combined popular music instrumentation including a Polymoog, Hammond 
organ, piano, acoustic and electronic percussion, with a continuous beat, which Michaels describes as 
fitting within an ‘“abstracted rock vernacular”’ (Michaels 2008, 535). Michaels pronounces Perfect 
Lives ‘a precursor of music-television’ (ibid) because Ashley took ‘advantage of television’s rapid visual 
potential’ when constructing the work (ibid, 536)56.  
Sabatini calls Perfect Lives ‘a stylized musical mock soap opera’, noting that the narrative is loosely 
‘about a pair of traveling musicians whose lives intersect with people in a small Midwestern town’ 
(2005, 48). Describing staged versions of the performance, Sabatini says that while there is ‘some 
movement on stage by two backup singers’ the story is unfolded by Ashley himself, who stands in front 
of a microphone and ‘narrates episodes that include a bank robbery, an elopement, the fate of the town's 
most beautiful, lonely girl’ (ibid). ‘Depending upon the theatre’, the stage is set up with video monitors 
‘arrayed around or beside Ashley’, the singer/actors, and other artists contributing audio-visual 
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elements, and each monitor streams different footage (ibid). Some footage is pre-recorded imagery ‘of 
the locations where Perfect Lives was being performed’, while other footage presents ‘a live feed of 
Ashley and the musicians’ (ibid). Based upon these descriptions, it could be argued that the live stage 
production of Perfect Lives mimics television, in that the main visual priority and stimulation is being 
generated by the screens themselves, thus placing the real and idealised frame, television, at the heart of 
the work’s delivery.  According to Sabatini, ‘the title “an opera for television" is something of a pun’ 
because edited and remixed footage from forty live productions, which ‘varied greatly’, were used to 
produce the television episodes as a new ‘original’ work, distinct from ‘what any audience might have 
seen in any given concert or theatre’ (ibid).  
Ashley created an aesthetic built upon ‘the theatrical dimensions of pitch, duration, amplification, and 
structure’, which explored ‘concepts of direction, collaboration, and performance keyed to audio and 
visual technologies and mediation in terms of their potential for representationality’. He called this 
aesthetic opera because he considered this to be the term ‘most adequate’ to describe the form (ibid, 53). 
The work incorporates singers, but it does not rely upon operatic vocal timbres or other trappings of 
“European opera”, which are founded upon a ‘spectacle that occurs on great stages in sumptuous halls, 
with huge casts, and singers adored by fans who wait for them to repeat the enduring arias that, 
nostalgically, remind everyone of a time when music had a certain majesty and power’ (ibid, 56). By 
setting the work inside everyday environments, utilising speech modalities, delivering his work via 
television, and incorporating aesthetics from popular culture, Ashley was able to confront the 
hierarchies of classical music in a mass-mediated environment. So successful was his attempt, that 
Ashley’s work has subsequently come to define a sense of “American opera”, which ‘is neither plot, 
action, nor costume-and-set driven in any traditional sense’, but rather, founded upon a more 
experimental trajectory delineated by the work of Gertrude Stein and Virgil Thomson, Harry Partch, 
Steve Reich, Meredith Monk, Laurie Anderson, Philip Glass, and Mikel Rouse (ibid, 50).  
Paul Griffiths and Nicholas Temperley suggest that the prominence of Mauricio Kagel’s and John 
Cage’s experimental music practices encouraged composers to ‘to use all manner of resources—voices, 
instruments, electronics, visual displays of various kinds, miscellaneous objects, buildings, and natural 
features—in mixed-media shows, “happenings”, and other events which might take place in a theatre or 
might not’ (Arnold et al. 2011)57. However, Griffiths and Temperley draw a distinction between these 
kinds of exploratory works and opera, considering that ‘any continuing association… has quite 
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disappeared’ because the works do not adhere to ‘the conventions of opera’, and they characterise most 
avant-garde experimentations more generically as ‘music theatre’ (ibid). Temperley implies that much 
of this experimentation is irrelevant to the greater sense of “opera” because:  
…the history of music, in the end, is not about what composers do, but what the public accepts. 
If the avant-garde has found increasing difficulty in relating to the opera tradition, so has the 
audience's interest in the avant-garde dwindled almost to vanishing-point. Efforts to ‘abolish 
tonality’ and to ditch all operatic conventions have succeeded only in the academic world 
(ibid)58. 
However, Temperley ignores the fact that many of these ‘exploratory works’ are directly engaging with 
operatic conventions through an appropriation of operatic repertoire and performance practices, right 
down to utilising specific sets, costumes and other staging techniques. Perhaps he does so because these 
works fail to treat their historical subject with the reverence operatic institutions seem to demand. By 
denying experimental works a definition within opera, Griffith and Temperley, along with the operatic 
institutions which have discarded these works, are seeking to protect and regulate the historic tradition 
of opera. New operas might become more acceptable if they conform to sufficient historical stylistic 
conventions, such that they do not “rock the boat”, so to speak. Whittall’s position on opera ‘using the 
20th century's more progressive compositional techniques’ (2011) is a little more positive. He considers 
that while many experimental works ‘have not attracted regular performance in the theatre’ they have, 
nevertheless ‘achieved a certain permanence through issue on CD and video, and the reciprocal 
relationship between live and recorded performance, if it continues, is likely to play an important role in 
assisting the dissemination of the more experimental kinds of opera’ (ibid).  
Regardless of their acceptance within the conservative strands of musicology, operatic musical 
experiments from the second half of the twentieth century have inflected notions of what opera can be. 
Operas by Bussotti, Berio, Cage and Glass directly challenged the conservatism of the operatic form by 
appropriating and radically reconfiguring its traditional markers, including operatic vocal style and a 
work’s location within an opera house. Works such as Berbarian’s Stripsody and Ashley’s Perfect Lives 
were made possible by their avant-garde precedents, and both compositions, in turn, opened up 
operatic vocalities to explore timbres emanating from popular music and everyday speech vernaculars. 
They also established a middle ground for opera, between art music cultures and popular music cultures. 
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In doing so, their work foreshadowed appropriations of opera which would occur from the other 
direction, that of popular music artists reassembling operatic aesthetics for mainstream music audiences.  
4.4 – (P)0peratic Vocal Schizophrenia of the 1980s 
Outside the spehere of classical music, rock, hip hop, and pop hybridisations of opera began to emerge 
in the mainstream popular music of the early 1980s. 1970s rock audiences had operatic concepts thrust 
upon them with Queen’s smash hit “Bohemian Rapsody”, which appeared on the album, A Night at 
the Opera (1975), and the momentum generated from rock opera explorations carried through into 
other music styles. McLeod describes “Bohemian Rapsody” as a juxtaposition of hard rock and operatic 
recitative, aria, and chorus forms, utilised to represent a ‘world turned upside down, the Bohemian 
underworld of “Beelzebub” where it is certain that “nothing really matters”’ (McLeod 2001, 194). 
McLeod considers that “Bohemian Rhapsody’s” underworld motif mimics the ‘common topos in 
opera, one found in works such as Monteverdi’s Orpheo, Purcell’s King Arthur, Mozart’s Don 
Giovanni, Weber’s Der Freischütz and Wagner’s Ring Cycle’, with the intent of mocking ‘the 
fascination with moral transgression shared by both opera and rock’ (ibid). McLeod offers a novel 
analysis of Queen’s prodution techniques by comparing ‘the complexity of the 180 choral overdubs’ to 
‘traditional operatic virtuosity and bombast’, concluding that the integration of rock and operatic forms 
is used ‘not to lend musical cachet but rather to mock the musical conventions of both opera and rock’ 
(ibid).  
Four notable, and quite different explorations that developed in the 1980s were the Fans LP (1984), a 
hip hop appropriation of opera produced by punk pioneer Malcolm McLaren, Norwegian pop duo, 
Dollie De Luxe’s pop-rock-opera musings on Rock vs Opera (1986), and various uncanny 
incorporations of operatic vocal techniques employed by Klaus Nomi and Nina Hagen.  
As Stephen Holden described in The New York Times, McLaren took the pop world by surprise 
when he released the “Madame Butterfly” single:   
Last year, Malcolm McLaren … forged one of the most entertaining and unlikely pop fusions 
by marrying agitated urban hip-hop music with square dancing …. And now Mr. McLaren has 
gone even further with ''Madam Butterfly,'' a sensational blend of hip-hop and grand opera 
built around Puccini's beloved aria ''Un bel di.''… ''Madam Butterfly'' has Mr. McLaren, 
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playing Lieut. Pinkerton, tell the gist of the story in a rapped verse - ''U.S. Navy, I'm a 
bounder, I married a Yankee girl'' - that is answered by a female disco chorus that parodies the 
late 70's dance hit ''Chanson Papillon (Hot Butterfly).'' Holding the production together is 
the lovely rich soprano of Betty Ann White, singing swatches of the Puccini aria (Holden 
1984). 
The “Madame Butterfly” single is, as Holden elucidates, a retelling of the Madame Butterfly (Puccini 
1904) story from a melange of rap, pop vocals and operatic interjections, to a danceable backdrop of 
electro beats, synthesiser washes and extensive use of echo effects. The conversion of one of opera’s 
most tragic narratives, a narrative which unashamedly prioritises the desires of an American male above 
the desires and well-being of a Japanese woman, into a pop song is, as McLeod notes, in keeping with 
themes of ‘American imperialism’ raised by modern readings of the opera, and complicated even further 
by McLaren’s use of rap, an African American cultural form (McLeod 2001, 199). The frivolity of 
McLaren’s approach is evident in “Madame Butterfly’s” opening lyrics:  
Back in Nagasaki I got married to Cho Cho San/ that was her name/ back in those days/ and 
when I was her man/ I'm going back to visit her/ she got a problem/ she got a little Cho 
Cho/ Cho Cho San was her name/ and this is her tale of woe/ take it away Cho Cho… 
(McLaren 1984).  
Other tracks on Fans contain equally outlandish juxtapositions of narrative ideas and musical material. 
The title track is a reading of a female fan letter to ‘Peter’, presumably Peter Gabriel, set to electro 
beats, with a basic sung chorus of R&B style vocals, and samples of an operatic tenor singing “Nessun 
Dorma” in the background. “Carmen” includes the expected mezzo-soprano aria, maraca beats, 
“Spanish” guitar riffs, and operatic chorus. However, McLaren periodically interrupts these 
conventional elements with electric guitar power chords, a woman rapping about her sexual power, 
found-sounds, and a man’s voice interjecting comments like “Oh girl!”. The final track worth 
discussing is “Boys Chorus”, purely for its oddity. McLaren raps and sings a narrative about a boy 
comparing school to working on a chain gang. McLaren leads a chorus of singers in a repeated refrain 
of ‘all work and no boy makes Mac a dull boy’ (McLaren 1984) which is followed by insertions of the 
boys’ chorus from Turandot, “Là Sui Monti dell'Est” (Puccini 1926). Towards the end of the track, 
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McLaren begins mimicking the boys’ chorus and then laughing manically over the top of both the boys’ 
chorus and the refrain chorus.  
The pastiche of operatic-hip hop presented on the “Madame Butterfly” single caused a sensation, 
charting at number 13 in the UK (EveryHit 2012), while the Fans EP reached the Billbord Top 200 
charts in America (AllMusic 2011c)59. Fans was not McLaren’s only foray into operatic territory. In 
1989, McLaren and new age artist Yanni, arranged the Lakme “Flower Duet” (Delibes 1883) for a 
British Airways television advertising campaign which played extensively during the 1990s. Ironically, 
the setting of opera to electronica beats and synthesiser chords in the British Airways campaign was 
probably the most significant incursion of opera into popular culture of the period.  
In 1985, Norwegian pop duo Dollie de Luxe, released Rock vs. Opera, an album which featured a series 
of mash-ups60 of famous arias with pop songs, along with some “Beatles”-style mixes of excerpts from 
Mozart’s opera Die Zauberflöte (1791). The most memorable and successful track from the album was 
"Queen of the Night/ Satisfaction" a mash-up of the Queen of the Night’s aria “Der Hölle Rache 
kocht in meinem Herzen” from Die Zauberflöte with the Rolling Stones’s (I Can’t Get No) 
Satisfaction (1965), which was originally released on their self-titled album from 1984, and reproduced 
on Rock vs. Opera. Benedicte Adrian sings the Queen of the Night operatic vocal line, male backup 
singers perform the vocal line from Satisfaction, while Ingrid Bjørnov, the other member of Dollie de 
Luxe, plays keyboards on the track. "Queen of the Night/ Satisfaction" layers parts of the aria “Der 
Hölle Rache kocht in meinem Herzen”, mostly the frenetic, lyric-less coloratura runs, over the top of 
an otherwise straight rendering of Satisfaction driven by electric guitar riffs and a constant drum beat. 
Where the rock and operatic vocals are layered against each other, there is no conflict because the 
coloratura reads as a sonic effect, signifying the bombast of opera, rather than the aria text. Where the 
aria text is sung and has meaning, the rock vocal elements drop out. The track is successful, partly 
because Adrian is so convincing in her rendering of the Queen of the Night aria, and partly because the 
juxtaposition of two high-energy iconic songs is extremely engaging, with the narrative in both songs 
complementing each other. Adrian subsequently went on to perform the role with the Norwegian 
National Opera in 1988 (Adrian 2011). Dollie de Luxe’s foray into opera with Rock vs. Opera was 
fairly sedate for the pop world, with the blond-haired duo’s upbeat performances remaining in line with 
what one would expect from former Eurovision finalists. While Dollie de Luxe bring operatic forms 
into the pop world, they do so in a way which pays homage to opera by retaining large, unaltered 
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sections from the original arias, and delivering the arias in a way which remains fairly true to operatic 
vocal style thanks to Adrian’s classical vocal technique. However, when Dollie de Luxe attempted to 
write their own musical/operetta called Which Witch (1987), it struggled to translate in the same way 
that their aria mash-ups did. Which Witch was based upon the Malleus Maleficarum (Kramer 1486), 
and drew on baroque opera musical forms, combining harpsichord sounds with orchestral synths, pop-
techno beats and electric guitars. During 1992, Which Witch was staged on London’s West End after 
receiving some notice as an album release and through concert performances in Continental Europe. 
Writing for the Telegraph, Cavendish claimed Which Witch was the second worst musical of all 
time61.  
"Queen of the Night/Satisfaction" was subsequently covered by Brazilian musicians Cassia Eller and 
Edson Cordeiro, who used the conflict between the hyper-masculinised rock vocals and the hyper-
feminised operatic vocals in the song to highlight normative constructions of gender. In their cover of 
the song, street-singer Eller, one of Brazil’s most high-profile lesbian public figures at the time, known 
for her husky contralto voice, sung the vocals from Satisfaction, while Cordeiro, a soprano countertenor 
of great flexibility, performed the Queen of the Night vocals. The "Queen of the Night/Satisfaction" 
video clip aired on Brazilian television in 1992, and it juxtaposed the pair in distinctly feminine and 
masculine clothes, with Eller wearing a bra underneath a transparent shirt and a miniskirt, and Cordeiro 
wearing leather pants and a tank top. Their hyper-feminine, hyper-masculine dress in the video clip 
accentuates the masculine and feminine discord between their performing bodies and their vocal 
timbres,62 making a powerful statement about the construction and maintenance of traditional gender 
roles.   
The most consistent challenge to the tradition of opera from the sphere of popular music has 
undoubtably come from the queer community, who have appropriated operatic arias and the 
construction of the “diva” to confront the cultural hegemony of heterosexuality. Eller’s and Cordeiro’s 
performances in "Queen of the Night/ Satisfaction" are one such example, with Cordeiro’s spectacular 
coloratura singing following a tradition of vocal gender-bending coming out of queer and drag music 
movements, which utilised male falsetto vocal-styles to reference and usurp gender roles produced 
within the operatic tradition. One of the most notable exponents of this was Klaus Nomi. McLeod 
describes Nomi as a counter-tenor who sang both opera and rock ’n’ roll’, and who built his act ‘around 
the idea that he was a space alien dropped down from a more glamorous galaxy to sing earth-pop’ 
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(McLeod 2001, 196). Not surprisingly, with this as Nomi’s performance frame, he was noted for his 
extremely theatrical performance image, which included ‘a space suit, heavy make-up, [and] trademark 
three-pointed hairdo’ (ibid). Originally from West Germany, Nomi worked as an usher at the 
Deutsche Oper in Berlin. According to McLeod, he would amuse his work colleagues with renditions 
of the arias and impersonations of great singers like Elvis Presley and Maria Callas (McLeod 2001, 
197).  
After changing his name from Klaus Sperber to Klaus Nomi, with Nomi being an anagram of “omni”, 
he moved to New York in 1972, and studied voice with Ira Siff, who was known for working with the 
drag divas of La Gran Scena Opera Company (ibid). Shortly thereafter, Nomi began performing 
regularly, appearing in a comic rendering of Wagner’s Ring Cycle, at Max’s Kansas City and The 
Mudd Club, before making a television appearance with David Bowie on Saturday Night Live (ibid).  
By 1981, Nomi had released a self-titled album, loosely described as new wave/synth pop/Euro-pop in 
places like the AllMusic Guide (AllMusic 2011d). While the album is certainly anchored in pop, opera 
runs thematically throughout as Nomi shifts constantly between a speech-level pop vocal technique and 
an operatic falsetto. In his cover of Lou Christie’s “Lightning Strikes” (1965), he uses operatic falsetto 
for the chorus sections which, in the Christie version, are sung by a group of female backup singers. 
Probably the album’s most circulated track was “Total Eclipse”, written by Nomi’s collaborator 
Kristian Hoffman. It was structually and sonically similar to “Lightning Strikes”, utilising speech-level 
singing for the verses and falsetto for the chorus vocals. However, while the song sounds more like the 
album’s pop covers, Hoffman drew upon the first act of Handel’s oratorio, Samson (1743), as the basis 
for the work (McLeod 2001, 197). According to McLeod, Nomi’s version ‘quotes the melody of only 
the opening two words but, even through this minor allusion, he clearly substitutes his own fate for that 
of Samson’ because both men are ‘held hostage by philistines’ (ibid). In Nomi’s case, McLoed notes 
the obvious comparison of the philistines to ‘conventional straight society and those critics who refused 
to accept his gay lifestyle and non-traditional fusion of opera and pop’, which McLeod believes 
constructs an ironic camp twist when Nomi’s image is likened to the ‘traditionally masculine image of 
Samson’ (ibid). Another track on the album, “Nomi Chant”, stands out because of its completely 
abstracted vocals, which at the beginning of the track are so heavily granulated that they can only be 
described as sounding like a synthesiser wash. Gradually, the track builds momentum and allows the 
vocals to become more distinct. The album also includes fairly “traditional” versions of “The Cold 
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Song” from King Arthur (Purcell 1691), and "Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix" from Samson et Dalila 
(Saint-Saëns 1877). On the former track, Nomi sings to harpsichord, synthesised organ and synth 
string sounds, and on the latter track, he sings to a basic orchestral backing, augmented by synthesiser 
and echo effects, until we hear his  “spaceship” taking off at the end of the song. It is Nomi’s 
comparitively conservative rendering of these arias, rather than his more liberal interpretations of the 
pop songs he covers on the album, which sets them apart. It is clear that he is trying to engage the 
operatic tradition seriously, and his efforts are beautiful. 
According to McLeod, Nomi’s ‘expanding popularity’ in the wake of Klaus Nomi, ‘engendered 
considerable financial backing from RCA’ allowing Nomi to complete a world tour, record several 
videos and produce a second album, Simple Man (1982) (McLeod 2001, 197). Simple Man followed a 
similarly eclectic mix of opera, new wave, and synth-pop not dissimilar to that produced on Klaus 
Nomi, although it should be noted that the rock influence on the album is more marked. McLeod 
observes that Simple Man humorously juxtaposes classical repertoire by John Dowland and Henry 
Purcell with “Ding Dong the Witch is Dead” from The Wizard of Oz (1939) , and “Falling in Love 
Again” (Hollaender 1930), made famous by Marlene Dietrich (ibid). While Nomi similarly restricts 
his interpretive palate in the performance of the operatic repertoire, the heightening of his vibrato and 
the exaggerated diction in his performance of “Death”, a version of “Dido’s Lament” from Dido and 
Aeneas, suggest a deliberate reproduction of operatic melodrama. The album finishes with “Death”, 
followed by Nomi’s a cappella voice slowly chanting “Return”, a lyricless version of "If My Complaints 
Could Passions Move" (Dowland 1597). Nomi died the following year of AIDS (ibid), and one 
wonders whether the ending on Simple Man was intended as a forshadowing. 
McLeod describes Nomi’s engagement with opera and rock as one which neither parodies nor negates 
either tradition (ibid, 198). McLeod characterises Nomi as ‘an avowed opera queen’ and  a ‘true opera 
fan’ who also posessed a ‘concomitant love of the ridiculous’ which shows through in his ‘space-alien 
persona, alien-sounding counter-tenor, and alien taste for combining opera and rock’ (ibid). The 
aesthetic Nomi built was highly symbolic, externalising his sexual alienation while presenting ‘a camp 
discourse that subverts any claim to privilege’ (ibid). Gay cultures have widely adopted and supported 
traditional opera performance. Drag performance communities, which nurture artists like Nomi, have 
had an extremely fertile relationship with operatic forms. Drag has simultaneously maintained a sincere, 
loving relationship with opera, whilst also appropriating opera for satire, cultural subversion and 
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spectacle. Drag poses important challenges to operatic forms although few of these challenges have 
broken through into the sphere of traditional opera. Instead, they feed back into drag culture and 
continue to be developed63.  
Nina Hagen followed a similar path to that of Nomi, having studied classical voice and choosing to 
incorporate these techniques into a highly individualistic vocal style (ibid, 195). Hagen was born in East 
Germany, immigrating to West Germany in 1976 and living in London during 1977 where she 
‘befriended such influential bands as the Slits and the Sex Pistols’ (ibid). According to McLeod, 
Johnny Rotten was ‘especially taken with her classical vocal technique’, with Hagen recalling that 
Rotten ‘always wanted me to sing [Schubert’s] ‘‘Sah ein Knab ein Roslen Stehn’’’64 (ibid). Following 
this, Hagen returned to West Germany and formed the Nina Hagen Band, releasing a self-titled debut 
album in 1978, and a second album, Unbehagen, in 1980 through CBS Germany (AllMusic 2011e). 
Two songs from each album were released as an EP in America, pre-empting Hagen’s move to that 
country the following year. Hagen released her first English-language LP, NunSexMonkRock, in 1982, 
and quickly followed it with Fearless, in 1983. Both albums ‘charted briefly’, with Hagen’s most famous 
song, "New York New York", rating as a “Top Ten” dance club hit (ibid). McLeod describes 
Hagen’s music as ‘an unpredictable mix of aggressive punk, lyrical pop and futuristic techno-disco’ 
(2001, 195). McLeod paints Hagen’s vocal style as ‘an even more schizophrenic mix of guttural snarls, 
earpiercing screams, saccharin pop-chanteuse styling, all mixed with prolonged passages of florid 
coloratura’, which establishes Hagen as ‘one of the premiere exponents of the post-punk trend to avoid 
vocal conformity’ (ibid, 195–196).  
McLeod considers that Hagen’s style ‘appears to owe much to the expressionist operatic style of 
sprechtstimme’, where her ‘often guttural approximation of pitches serves to aid her central message of 
alienation from society’ (ibid, 196). All of these characteristics are evident on “New York New York”, 
where Hagen moves from rasping speech-level vocal techniques, morphing into operatic vocals for the 
refrain of ‘New York, New York’, then moving into more distinctly cabaret-style vocals and back 
again. McLeod describes Hagen’s use of vocals on the refrain as being an example of ‘bombastic 
coloratura’ (ibid), but here, I disagree with his view, because while Hagen is using an operatic vocal 
technique reliant upon vibrato and coloured with layered harmonic overtones, the rising chorus phrases 
remain linear, not possessing any of the fast, frenetic runs or ornamentation which define operatic 
coloratura style. Certainly, on the chorus parts, Hagen rapidly shifts between different vocal techniques, 
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from a guttural chest voice for notes below the treble clef to an operatic mezzo-soprano voice for notes 
in and above the treble clef. However, this style is much more idiosyncratic, and demonstrates Hagen’s 
ability to establish her own vocal style, plundering vocal techniques with impunity. In this way, her vocal 
style is similar to Nomi’s, but Hagen retains none of the reverence for opera that is exhibited in Nomi’s 
performances. Hagen’s performances are also noted for the inclusion of extremely sexualised, 
confrontational antics, similar to those employed by the Slits, and according to McLeod, Hagen’s stage 
act was ‘legendary for its unconventional theatrical approach’, which included ‘performances dressed as a 
man and masturbation–years before Madonna or Michael Jackson’ (ibid).  
McLaren, Dollie De Luxe, Nomi and Hagen represent a burst of interest in operatic vocalities in 1980s 
popular music. They each employed different strategies of engagement, with McLaren’s being based on 
light-hearted pastiche asserting the dominance of popular culture over art cultures. Dollie De Luxe 
attempted a contemporisation of opera inside pop music, and Nomi assumed operatic style both out of 
reverence for the form, and for political ends. Lastly, Hagen enacted searing critiques of contemporary 
cultures while asserting her sexual and vocal power. What endured from this burst of energy was an 
impression that opera was ripe for appropriation into popular music forms, and that operatic vocal style 
could be usurped for powerful political, sexual, textual and narrative purpose. While this is similar to 
the work of Berberian, these artists established their careers firmly in the sphere of popular music, 
coming at the operatic form very different negotiating positions. The political importance of these 
incursions was that they shifted an active notion of opera and operatic vocal styles into contemporary 
popular music forms in ways that generated a dialogue with contemporary music styles and audiences. 
Additionally, the appropriation of operatic vocal techniques into popular music vocal styles allowed 
Hagen, Nomi, and Dollie De Luxe to occupy strong authorial roles as singers. This remains in contrast 
to the use of opera in the chillout music of the late 1990s and early 2000s where operatic voices and 
arias were repositioned much more generically as artefacts of exotica and the singer’s role was passive at 
best.  
4.5  – Liberating the Madwoman, Politicising Vocalities   
While Nomi and Hagen occupied powerful operatic-rock vocalities in the late 1970s and 1980s which 
directly engaged with the construction of sexual and gendered identities in popular culture, Diamanda 
Galas directly challenged the operatic form (as an extension of Western art music practices, and 
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composition specifically) to account for itself in the sphere of popular and political cultures. Galas 
describes herself as a composer and an ‘avant garde opera singer doing new music’ (Owusu 1995). 
Rather than living a conventional life, Galas affirms that she would ‘rather be starring in ..[her].. own 
opera . . . Medea or Caligula would be nice' (Muth 1994). McClary holds up Galas as a composer who 
‘produces extraordinary simulations of feminine rage’, drawing upon her background in performance art 
to enact ‘her pieces upon her own body’ (McClary 1991, 110). To McClary, Galas occupies a very 
distinct political space because her body-inscribed practice circumvents the ‘tradition of male 
composers’, who project ‘their own fantasies of transgression as well as their own fears onto women 
characters and performers’ (ibid). In McClary’s view:  
Galas is not interested in the narrative of raising the specter of the monstrous, flirting with 
madness, and then reimposing control—the narrative in which the double discourse of 
violation and protection are at stake. Rather, she enacts the rage of the madwoman for 
purposes of protesting genuine atrocities: the treatment of victims of the Greek junta, attitudes 
toward victims of AIDS. Her simulations are not peep shows. 
By placing contemporary political issues inside her body and her vocalities, as McClary indicates, Galas 
draws her audiences into a claustrophobic reality where they must confront their own prejudices and 
apathies. Through excess, Galas transmits these uncomfortable realities. Galas has described her work as 
“intravenal song”65, an image which, in interview with Galas, Chare likens to ‘a vocal appeal to the 
blood, a singing directly to the body’ of her audiences (Chare et al. 2007, 10). While Galas has trained 
and performed as an opera singer (Muth 1994), Galas says that in 1975, she ‘decided upon the creation 
of a new vocal music which employs an unmatrixed production of vocal sound as the most immediate 
representation of thought’, with ‘the primary concern’ being ‘the execution—sequentially, chordally, or 
contrapuntally—of different processes of severe concentration, "mental" or "sentient" states, for which 
vocal sound is used as the fundamental physical coordinate’ (1981, 60). Galas says that she tries to ‘move 
elastically through many different "states of severe concentration" or "trance states"’ in performances, 
giving herself great flexibility to explore ideas, textures and temporalities within a pre-determined frame 
(ibid). Because Galas is also a pianist of consummate skill, she is able to accompany herself in 
performance, which provides her with the flexibility to control the temporal dynamics of performances 
and allows her to explore improvisation in her vocals.  
	   95	  
Like most artists who have sustained an ongoing relationship to classical music, Galas concerns herself 
and her performances with the creation of virtuosity. She defines virtuosity as a ‘mental diffraction’ 
requiring ‘a huge repertoire of vocal sound at one's disposal as well as a completely elastic vocal ability, 
which enables the rapid navigation’ through timbral elements (ibid, 62). Galas demands ‘absolute 
accuracy … absolute detail’ with her vocal colours, and these are crafted from the ‘most minimal or the 
most maximal increment of timbral change over the smallest unit of time’, which, she believes, 
‘resembles what is attempted in subtractive synthesis of white noise, wherein highly specified 
pitch/timbre bands may be heard suddenly alone, in quick succession, or simultaneously’ (ibid). Galas 
demands this because the virtuosity she strives for is intended to redefine what ‘a most accurate sonic 
representation of thought’ can be in vocal performance (ibid). Given these aspirations, it is not 
surprising that Galas utilises extreme vocal textures and timbres, drawing heavily from contralto gospel 
vocalities as well as operatic coloratura-soprano vocalities, but also defining her own unique vocabulary 
of vocal techniques, which displace the voice from all comfortable vocal ranges, exploring roughly four 
octaves of vocal sounds (Ankeny 2011). In this way, Galas’s technique resembles that of Diva 
Plavalaguna from the Fifth Element, or perhaps Yma Sumac’s vocal explorations which extended over 
four octaves. However, unlike these two “personas” Galas is not willing to allow her voice be consumed 
in a disposable way, or, in Plavalaguna’s case, silenced by societal convention.  
Many of Galas’s works have penetrated mass cultural thought. However, her performance work, Plague 
Mass (1991), a searing critique about the moralistic response to AIDS by the Roman Catholic Church, 
is particularly noteworthy. Plague Mass brought together ideas from her previous “operatic” trilogy 
concerning AIDS, The Divine Punishment (1986), Saint of the Pit (1986), and You Must Be Certain 
of the Devil (1988). Plague Mass was a recording of a live performance staged at The Cathedral of St. 
John the Divine, New York, in 1990, with a ‘minimal band and electronics backup’ (AllMusic 2011f). 
Plague Mass foregrounded the physical suffering of AIDS victims. The work’s opening song, “There 
Are No More Tickets To The Funeral”, juxtaposes the crucifixion, voyeurism and moralism, with a 
demand for recognition of those who have died of the “pestilence”66. Galas weaves a powerful and 
confrontational story from the repetition of lyrics, rapid quotations from popular hymns and songs, and 
an appropriation of televangelist-style speech, which she combines with frenetic high-pitched operatic 
& gospel-style vocals which become screams, guttural moans and gasps. The energy behind this 
thirteen-minute a capella performance is astounding, as Galas carries the narrative with nothing but 
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basic amplification and echo effects. While the performance was controversial in America, when she 
performed Plague Mass in Italy, she was subsequently ‘denounced by members of the Italian 
Government as sacrilegious’ (Owusu 1995). Galas had walked onto the stage covered in blood and 
performed the work in an Italian translation ‘which left the opera-goers little room for doubt as to the 
meaning of her words’ (ibid).  
McClary describes Galas’s performance technique as ‘undeniably risky, given the tendency for women in 
Western culture always to be understood as excessive, sexually threatening, mad’, since Galas could ‘be 
read as simply reaffirming the worst stereotypes available’ (1991, 111). On the other hand, McClary 
considers Galas to be ‘extremely courageous’ because she ‘confronts these stereotypes head-on, 
appropriates them, and rechannels their violent energies in other directions’ (ibid). This is certainly the 
case with Plague Mass, where Galas, apparently possessed, channels voices from the church, the bible 
and the generic moral compass, to accuse these same institutions of hypocrisy and hysteria. With these 
powerful kinds of statements, McClary considers that Galas’s ‘images enter into public circulation, 
challenging the premises of the prestigious male-constructed madwomen preserved within the musical 
canon and giving voice to what has always been represented as radically "Other"… she seizes the signs of 
dementia in order to give voice to political outrage, she defies and dispenses with the conventional 
framing devices that have aestheticized previous portrayals of women and madness’ (ibid). Given that 
Galas’s work and vocal style is often positioned against operatic forms, her evocation of the mad woman 
who externalises her rage rather than internalising it and ultimately self-destructing, represents a 
powerful critique of the construction of women in the Western art musics. McClary therefore believes 
that Galas ‘heralds a new moment in the history of musical representation’ (ibid). 
4.6 – Popular Paths for Composing Women   
Galas was a forerunner of a generation of female popular music figures who composed their own music, 
defined artistic trends and inspired new kinds of dialogue between popular music and art cultures. 
Three such women were Tori Amos, Lisa Gerrard and Björk (Gu mundsdóttir). While Gerrard is the 
only woman to have explored operatic vocalities specifically, all three women have developed 
idiosyncratic vocal styles which drive the reception of their music. Amos and Björk both had an 
extensive classical music education. Amos was considered a piano prodigy, receiving a scholarship to 
Baltimore's Peabody Conservatory at age five (Erlewine 2011), while Björk attended the 
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Barnamúsikskóli Reykjavíkur part-time from the age of five until fifteen, studying piano, flute, choral 
singing and Western art music history and theory (Dibben 2009, 5–6). Amos was asked to leave the 
Peabody Conservatory at age eleven, and she cites an interest in popular music, composition and 
difficulty in reading sheet music as the reasons (Amos 2006, 5–6). Björk also struggled to reconcile her 
interest in popular music with her classical music training, and Dibben suggests that ‘Björk’s classical 
music training at school sat uncomfortably with her musical tastes’ because she ‘associated the Germanic 
canon of composers studied in school, and the rock she encountered at home, with worn-out forms of 
musicmaking, leading her to describe herself as “the fighter in the school, the odd kid out, with a real 
passion for music, but against all this retro, constant Beethoven and Bach bollocks”67 (Dibben 2009, 8). 
According to Dibben, Björk’s early music-making emphasised her ‘experimental approach’, which 
included work for ‘a drum and popcorn machine duo, a recorded loop of Björk’s grandfather snoring 
used as the rhythmic basis of a track, and “automatic” creative methods’ (ibid)68. Like Björk, Lisa 
Gerrard’s early compositions were founded on experimental techniques, and both women were involved 
in local experimental punk music scenes69. Gerrard participated in Melbourne’s “Little Band” scene, and 
it was there that she met Brendan Perry, who would later become her collaborator in the band Dead 
Can Dance (Perry 2009). In the context of their initial meeting, Perry states: ‘it never occurred to me 
that we would one day collaborate musically together because at the time I thought her music was too 
avant garde’ (ibid). He recalls one song from that performance where Gerrard ‘sang about finding a 
man in the park and asking her mother if she could bring him home to keep in her wardrobe’ after 
which, the singer ‘attacked this Chinese dulcimer with two bamboo sticks’ (ibid). Amos was less 
involved with experimental music, but like Björk, she sang jazz in her early career (Amos 2006, 6; 
Dibben 2009, 1, 9). All three women brought together a keen interest in diverse music styles, which 
they developed into their own distinct compositional styles and performance personas, which circulated 
in the sphere of popular music to great commercial success70. Amos defined herself, against the guidance 
of her record company, Atlantic, as a female rocker and storyteller with a piano (Amos 2006, 7). 
Björk’s heavily accented vocals, combined with sophisticated instrumentation borrowing from both 
dance and rock, were both unique and engaging. Gerrard’s dark contralto voice, which combined 
popular, operatic and West Asian vocal styles with her own improvised language and vowel 
explorations, added grandeur to Dead Can Dance’s progressive alternative rock/ambient/world 
explorations.  
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Despite international success as popular music artists, Amos, Björk and Gerrard have governed their 
later careers towards aesthetics which are challenging to popular music audiences. Gerrard reportedly 
split from Dead Can Dance’s collaborator, Brendan Perry, because her compositional style had deviated 
too greatly from the ‘arty goth rock’ oeuvre which defined the Dead Can Dance project (Unterberger 
1996). Before the split in 1998, Gerrard began forging a solo career and released The Mirror Pool in 
1995. The Mirror Pool drew upon world music styles, particularly Iranian music, as well as on classical 
music. It notably includes a version of Handle’s "Ombra mai fu", the opening aria from the opera Serse 
(1738) (ibid). The Victorian Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by John Bonnar, features on many of 
the tracks, and adds a distinctly “classical” texture to songs such as “Sanvean: I am your shadow”, 
which, when featured on the earlier Dead Can Dance album Toward The Within (1994), was 
originally underlaid with synthesised keyboard strings. Gerrard says that she recorded "Sanvean" again 
on her solo recording specifically because she had access to a real orchestra, which provided her with ‘an 
opportunity to finish those works that wouldn't have been finished on a Dead Can Dance record’ 
(Maisey & Gerrard 1995). Gerrard’s incorporation of orchestra timbres into her solo work helped to 
shift her creative output in the direction of film composition, and she has won considerable acclaim 
since working on the scores to The Insider (1999) and Gladiator (2000), in collaboration with Pieter 
Bourke and Hans Zimmer, respectively.   
Like Gerrard, Björk’s output in the last decade has explored unconventional aesthetic territories for a 
popular artist, with albums like Medúlla (2004), which was composed entirely from vocal sounds and 
electronic processing, or in Björk’s terms ‘every noise that a throat makes’ (Björk 2004). Björk also 
included some Icelandic language tracks on this album. Dibben contends that Björk’s ‘explicit aim to 
create “innovative” music for “the everyday person”… is at odds with much of the music that receives 
mainstream exposure and economic success’, and notes that ‘sales of Björk’s later albums have been 
smaller in some territories’ as a result (Dibben 2009, 160). At the time of writing, Björk was due to 
release her new album/application, Biophilia (2011), designed to be an audio-visual exploration for 
devices such as the iPad. However, after previewing songs from the project at the Manchester 
International Festival in September 2011, she delayed its release because ‘the cd needed more blood and 
muscles, oxygen and stuff’ (Björk 2011). In composing the songs, Björk aimed for an aesthetic which 
was ‘acoustic and clean with a slick dark sub’ (ibid), and chose to realise them in Manchester with a 24-
piece Icelandic female choir, 10-foot pendulum harps, a “sharpsichord”, a pipe organ, and a celeste 
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refitted with bronze gamelan bars (called a “gameleste”) (Nonesuch 2011). While I cannot comment on 
the sound of the Manchester Biophilia performance, Björk’s statement, in light of her choice of 
instrumental timbres normally associated with art music, raises the question: was the original Biophilia 
recording not “rock” enough when placed outside the context of live performance? I cannot help but 
wonder, given that Björk has invited Leila Arab, Mandy Parnell and Current Value to provide 
additional ‘sonic sculpting’ to the album, and, in the case of Current Value, additional beats to one of 
the songs (Björk 2011).  
Also occurring at the time of writing, has been the release of Tori Amos’s first official “classical” album, 
Night of Hunters (2011a), by recording giant, Deutsche Grammophon. Night of Hunters draws upon 
Amos’s recent character explorations on rock albums such as Scarlet’s Walk (2002) and American Doll 
Posse (Amos 2007), but with this release, Amos moves into territory she describes as being ‘a 21st 
century song cycle’, which combines ‘themes from Satie, Granados, Chopin and other great composers’ 
with a ‘modern love story that is only unraveled after a journey to Ireland's mythic past’ (Amos 2011c). 
The album utilises only “acoustic” instruments and “transparent” sonic processing like reverb and 
equalisation, and features the well-known Apollon Musagete Quartet and clarinet soloist, Andreas 
Ottensamer. After a week on the charts, Night of Hunters apparently made “Billboard History” by 
being the ‘#1 Classical Crossover, #1 Classical Overall Debut’ and reaching the ‘Top 10 Alternative & 
Rock Charts’ simultaneously (Amos 2011b). 
Amos, Björk and Gerrard have all used their early commercial success within more conventional 
rock/pop genres to establish themselves as known and respected performers. From this base, they have 
subsequently explored new musical territories which have drawn them back into dialogue with classical 
and experimental music forms. Their relationship to popular music has provided them with the freedom 
to do this. Had they been working from a classical music base, it is doubtful that they could access 
similar compositional resources. Biophilia is a clear example of this as Björk used her one million 
Swedish kronor winnings from the 2010 Swedish Music Foundation’s Polar Music Prize to build the 
pendulum harps and the “gameleste” used in the Biophilia performances (Pareles 2011). Few female 
composers operating in the sphere of classical music could be in a position to do the same. Similarly, 
Amos’s dedicated fan base, which she established as a rock musician, has guaranteed her new classical 
venture a certain level of commercial traction. This lends her greater credibility when approaching music 
industry sources for her next artistic venture, whatever that may be. While none of these women are 
	   100	  
specifically working with opera, they are included in this context review because they have circumvented 
traditional classical music structures in order to occupy compositional roles within their careers. Their 
example has been influential to the approach taken in my own creative practice.  
4.7 - Postclassical Landscapes 
The label “postclassical” is being used to define contemporary music which combines classical 
orchestral instrumentation with electronic, concrete or cinematic elements. Setting aside the obvious 
usurpation of the term “postclassical” to reference late twentieth century postmodern music, the term 
has now become a means of labelling contemporary classical and new music artists who utilise recording 
technologies to a greater or lesser degree, and who maintain a relationship to experimental processes, 
minimalism and melodic-centred styles of composition. Oriented in the aesthetics of the classical 
tradition, postclassical music branches out by appropriating textures from various genres to produce 
ambient effects. While the terms has been applied to figures such as John Cage and Terry Riley, in the 
context of this exegesis, I am using it to reference the work of a new generation of composers, for 
example Jóhann Jóhannsson, Max Richter and Nico Muhly, who have emerged since the 2000s, and 
who have been exploring new modes of classical composition alongside careers as classical music 
performers and film composers. Muhly, who at the time of writing has just turned thirty years old71, has 
become ‘the de facto poster boy for a growing movement of young composers divorced from the rock-
vs-classical culture wars of the 1970s’ (Greene 2008), and represents an eclecticism ‘facilitated by both 
Google and iTunes’ (Mead 2008). Jóhannsson, Richter and Muhly primarily use instrumental textures 
that are through-composed in their compositions, rather than other recent explorations of classical 
textures, which are heavily reliant upon sampling and processing techniques such as Venetian Snares’ 
Rossz csillag alatt született (2005) or V/Vm’s The Missing Symphony (2003)72.  
Unlike Amos, Björk and Gerrard, who established their early careers in popular music, Jóhannsson, 
Richter and Muhly73 all began within the field of classical music, and their appropriations of more 
electronic and ambient textures has allowed their work to circulate among popular music audiences and 
distribution channels. This is partly because all three composers have produced film and television 
soundtracks, such as Jóhannsson’s Ópium: Egy elmebeteg nö naplója (2007) and The Miners' Hymns 
(2010), Richter’s Waltz with Bashir (2008) and Shutter Island (2010), and Muhly’s Joshua: The 
Devil's Child (2007) and The Reader (2008). Writing about Jóhannsson’s debut album, Englabörn 
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(2002), Howe notes that Jóhannsson was ‘well-acquainted with the urge to map classical music 
traditions onto untraditional technologies’, but the composer ‘probably would have escaped [John] 
Cage's censure’ because Jóhannsson positions himself as neither ‘a reactionary conservationist nor a 
baby-and-bathwater-chucking iconoclast’, and he ‘avails himself of tools both conventional and 
emergent to accentuate, not obscure, his agility as a traditional composer’ (Howe 2008). Howe’s 
statement could be applied equally well to Richter and Muhly. What all three composers emulate is a 
new approach to composition, one which sits comfortably between traditions and utilises both 
recording technologies and traditional acoustic performance styles to maximise textual harmony and 
emotional impact. This is illustrated by Howe’s description of the relationship between processing and 
instrumental layers in Englabörn, where there is ‘subtle atmospheric enhancement that gives the strings a 
little extra quiver, the pianos more simmer, the organs a deeper breath’ (ibid). 
These composers take a narrative approach to compositional aesthetics, as exemplified in Jóhannsson’s 
Fordlândia (2008), which is a portrait of Henry Ford's failed Brazilian synthetic rubber plant (Phares 
2011), and Richter’s Songs From Before (2006), a journey through the text of author Haruki 
Murakami, emphasising ‘forgotten memories’ and ‘lost histories’ (Richter 2011a). With their eclectic 
approach to composition, ambiences and emotional themes are often constructed by exploring 
distinctive combinations of instrumental and vocal timbres. Jóhannsson is noted for working with 
organ, strings and touches of voice. In Englabörn, he includes ‘a digitized voice’ singing ‘Latin lines 
from Catullus in operatically aching strains’ which recur as a motif on the album and roughly translate 
to ‘I love and hate’ (Howe 2008). In Fordlândia, Jóhannsson uses ‘a muted choir’ singing ‘wide 
syllables, …. utterances, [which are] shapeless at first, [but] coalesce into the words "Pan Is Dead"… 
lending the piece a soft mysticism’ (Gaerig 2011). In Muhly’s Mothertongue (2008), ‘mezzo-soprano 
Abigail Fisher, speak-sings a series of numbers and place names—a jumble of all the different addresses 
Muhly has called home during his life’ (Greene 2008), across an arrangement which includes bass, 
strings, piano, harp and percussion. The use of voice in Mothertongue’s four movements recalls both 
Björk’s Medúlla from a few years earlier, and Philip Glass’s Einstein on the Beach, although in 
Mothertongue, the role of voice is primarily textual and not as reflective of the work’s greater structure 
as it is in Glass’s composition74. Fisher’s voice acts as a rhythmic flutter before developing briefly into 
an operatic melodic line and then transitioning back. Jóhannsson, Richter and Muhly have all worked 
with various vocalities, including spoken and operatic textures. Muhly premiered his first opera Two 
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Boys (2011), with the English National Opera after having worked on several song commissions for 
operatic voice (Muhly 2011). Jóhannsson, as one of the founders of Kitchen Motors, has been involved 
with collaborative chamber opera projects and other kinds of theatrical and live performance 
explorations (Jóhannsson 2011). Max Richter will premier his first opera, SUM, at the Royal Opera 
House Linbury Studio in May 2012 (Richter 2011b).  
The comfortable relationship between classical music and popular music forms which is being 
established in the work of emerging postclassical composers, is also in dialogue with work in the 
ambient electronica genre. Indeed, the aesthetic line between postclassical and ambient electronica is 
probably one of choice, and more reflective of whether an artist intends to use acoustic instruments as a 
defining element of a work. Artists representing this blend of ambience and classical textures from the 
“popular music” side are figures such as Susumo Yokota, whose alternative career as a house DJ lies in a 
stark contrast to the minimalist cinema-scapes he has released on albums like Sakura (2000), Grinning 
Cat (2001), and Kaleidoscope (2010). Yokota’s work relies mostly on sampled sounds, but it has a 
distinctly formal compositional feel, despite the use of looping and beats in many of his albums. 
Yokota set a trend in ambient electronica, and this has been followed by a number of artists, for 
example Colleen, Amanda Handel & G.L. Seiler, and Kris Keogh, whose works, Colleen et les Boîtes à 
Musique (2006), Ghosts and Angels (2006) and Processed Harp Works, Volume 1 (2011) 
respectively, have delicately engaged classical instrumental textures as part of minimalist ambient musical 
forms.  
Mexican electronic composer, Murcof (Fernando Corona), who produces exquisite minimalist 
cinematic compositions with driving narrative structures and a diverse range of instrumental 
experimentations, is also worthy of mention. Similar to that of Yokota, Murcof’s trajectory has been 
described as progressively ‘moving closer towards classical music, and simultaneously becoming even 
more skeletal in nature’ (Longley 2009). Murcof began by producing beat-based electronica overlaid 
with samples of Morton Feldman and Arvo Pärt in his debut album Martes (2002) (Buttimer 2011). 
His later work, such as The Versailles Sessions (2008), engages the classical tradition fully. In The 
Versailles Sessions, Murcof ‘recorded 17th century baroque instruments including harpsichord, viola da 
gamba and flute’ as ‘the raw materials for … six compositions’ (ibid). This work was produced as a 
commission for the annual festival of sound, light and water at Château de Versailles in France, and 
Murcof says he ‘recorded pieces by Lully, Couperin and others’, which were ‘played traditionally, but 
	   103	  
we also experimented quite a bit with the music and instruments’ (Leaf 2008). The album is also 
notable because Murcof drew upon mezzo-soprano, Sarah Jouffroy’s operatic voice as a texture in 
compositions like “A Lesson For the Future, Farwell to the Old Ways” and “Death of A Forest”. In 
“Death of A Forest”, the vocal part emerges slowly after several minutes of dark atmospheric processing 
of strings and harpsichord timbres, accentuating a bass metallic whaling sound reminiscent of a 
waterphone. The viola da gamba and violin gain definition before the voice sings out on a rising and 
falling phrase sung to an “Ah” vowel. The voice adds an aesthetic layer, but does not dominate the 
composition as it would in a traditional operatic aria or lied. This holds true even for “A Lesson For 
the Future, Farwell to the Old Ways”, which incorporates text and an aria shape into the mid section of 
the composition before letting the vocals dwindle into an echo. Murcof’s ability to manipulate classical 
motifs into fresh sonic material is exemplary of the interplay with and decay of the space between 
classical music tradition, its canon, and contemporary approaches to music composition in ambient and 
electronic music genres. Artists such as Murcof and Jóhannsson demonstrate that a forward-looking 
and flexible approach to compositional process, music technology, and musical style does not diminish 
the classical tradition; rather it can strengthen and grow that tradition for new audiences.  
4.8 - Opera,  Posthuman  
Since Christopher Yavelow conceived of Countdown (1987), electronic opera has established itself as a 
small but legitimate subgenre of opera. Countdown, commissioned by the Boston Lyric Opera for 
"Opera in Process", set many firsts. It was the first entirely computer-assisted opera, whose score was 
‘computer-generated using proprietary software’ designed by Yavelow (Yavelow 2011a). It was also the 
first opera to be performed using a virtual orchestra, ‘a Kurzweil-250 digital sampler, synchronized to 
the baton of the conductor’ (ibid), and in 1994, it became the first opera made available on the Internet 
(Yavelow 2011b). Despite these achievements, Countdown does not attempt to expand the sonic 
textures of the operatic instrumentation. The midi samples replicate traditional orchestral sounds, and 
no audible processing is added either to these sounds or the operatic vocals. As such, the opera sounds 
like opera singers performing to a tinny MIDI sample library, and this is exactly what they are doing. In 
the last decade, interest in realising operas with electronic and experimental textures has been revived, 
with compositions and remix projects integrating live opera performances which utilise singers and 
operatic structures such as aria and recitative, with instrumentation for a variety of acoustic and 
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electronic sources. Important projects include Opéra de Montréal’s technOpéra series, William 
Duckworth and Nora Farrell’s iOrpheus project (2007), The Knife’s Tomorrow In A Year (2010) and 
Tod Machover’s Death and the Powers. 
From 2004 to 2006, Montreal’s Society for Arts and Technology collaborated with Opéra de 
Montréal on the technOpéra project, in which Opéra de Montréal’s young artists from the Atelier 
Lyrique workshop programme were partnered with DJs and VJs to create ‘remixes, extricating lyrical 
and melodic snatches’ from operas which are then reconfigured ‘in a modern, beat-driven manner’ 
(Bottenberg 2005). The technOpéras were commissioned to run in tandem with traditional 
productions from Opéra de Montréal’s repertory, and they included reworkings of Aïda (Verdi 1871), 
Dido and Aeneas, Carmen, The Turn of the Screw (Britten 1954), and Ariadne auf Naxos (Strauss 
1912/1916). While the project’s primary goal was to expose young audiences to operatic forms through 
cheap and accessible performances at a hip venue, the SAT 75 , the technOpéra series was also 
acknowledged by Opéra de Montréal’s management as being ‘adventures and experiments’ providing 
‘necessary baby steps in formulating a leaner, keener, more flexible strain of opera, suited to the age it 
finds itself in now’ (ibid)76. This is certainly evident in the productions resulting from the project.  
In 2004, Ariadne auf Naxos was reworked by turntablist, Tobias C. van Veen, experimental electronica 
artist, Tomas Phillips, and VJ, Xavier Cordente, into a ‘minimalist sound exploration and live 
transformation of real-time vocal performances’ (SAT & Opéra de Montréal, 2004). The concept 
driving the interpretation was to use the techniques of digital microsound, live processing and 
experimental turntablism, to highlight an ‘encountering’ between ‘time that passes, lost time’ and the 
‘contrast of aesthetics’ including ‘cabaret / serious music; major art / minor art, the live and the 
recorded, the new and the old, the electronic and the organic’ (ibid). When I interviewed Philips and 
van Veen about the project in 2005, van Veen advised that they had oriented their process around what 
the opera would have sounded like when it came out as recordings and on radio using ‘early electronic 
equipment’:  
…the way it came across transmission equipment would have been very heavy and bold and that 
sounds archaic so it brought us to the whole idea of taking the singers and processing their 
voices in such a way that it would lead one into this open cavernous space of lost radio 
transmission, like an ethereal quality. I went and got all these old Strauss vinyl and what I was 
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doing was working with prepared Strauss vinyl cutting it, marking it, burning it. That was 
being processed through a number of patches for Ableton Live which I was controlling as well 
as the singers’ voices which were coming through Ableton into the laptop and being processed. 
We had a conceptual score which consisted of when the singers would come in. They had a 
duration to improvise a certain melody or fragment of their chosen opera piece.  Most of what 
they chose had to do with temporality and time and they would improvise around this and I 
would improvise a section of their voice, adding FX upon the voice and there would be 
different delays and complex granulation. At the same time I’d be manipulating Strauss records 
on vinyl and creating material from that. While this is going on Thomas is doing his very 
beautiful micro-sounds, but he also took pieces off a CD we had of a recording out of New 
York and he re-sampled those, put them into loops and created structures for us to play 
within, as well as very precise soundscapes for the very opening improvisation sections 
(Phillips & van Veen 2005).  
The resulting performance was a wash of delicate drones, atmospherics, small glitch effects and 
feedback, with layers of processed samples of voice, through which two arias and one duet from the 
original opera were woven into. The singers performed with microphones and their voices were 
processed and fed back into the sound world. Through this, Cordente projected visuals derived from 
degraded hand-written music manuscripts, while processed images of van Veen’s hands working the 
turntables were ghosted through other images on side screens.  
Van Veen said that they were the second implementation of the technOpéra program and their 
performance followed a versioning of Aïda, which ‘was apparently very techno-opera… Aïda with a 
trance beat underneath’, and this created the expectation of a performance designed around ‘something 
quite sustained in terms of beats underneath opera’ (ibid). Van Veen said that their contacts in the 
opera company were ‘certainly open from the beginning’ although they experienced ‘conceptual 
difficulties’ while workshopping the performance (ibid). Van Veen describes this experience:  
At one point we had meetings with two singers at my house where we were working with the 
equipment to pick up sounds and they had somebody with them from the board of directors 
of the opera who was like: ‘Do you think at the beginning you could have a nice piano piece 
and just have one of the girls sing?’… There was a strange moment when the worlds between 
electronic composition … and the opera company almost collided … the degree to which the 
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minimalism that we intuited to employ was, I think, deeply problematic for them at the 
beginning … because it seemed at first that there was very little structure. It was fine because we 
honestly had confidence in working with that degree of spaciousness to compel a certain kind 
of listener. So it was problematic at first but eventually they put their trust in us. (ibid).  
Ultimately, van Veen believes Opéra de Montréal were happy with the performance outcomes despite 
the project not being ‘what they were expecting at all’ (ibid). While I was unable to listen to or watch 
any of the other technOpéra performances, from reading descriptions of the works online, it seems as if 
each implementation was as stylistically divergent as the first two technOpéra projects. What was 
significant about Phillips and van Veen’s version of Ariadne auf Naxos was that it adopted the 
positioning of postclassical music in a live performance context, being both a minimalist-ambient-
electronica work as well as an operatic work. What is also significant, is the extent to which the 
composition was created during performance. While Phillips and van Veen had previously 
workshopped the performance’s structures, the actual sounds being generated on the night by means of 
sampling and processing were unique to that context. In this way, Phillips and van Veen were utilising 
electronic music practices to both recompose and deconstruct a repertory opera and engage that work 
with the technologies which have been mediating its delivery throughout the twentieth and twenty-first 
century. 
In 2007, Duckworth and Farrell premiered their commission, iOrpheus, which they describe as both a 
‘public opera’ (iOrpheus 2011b) and an ‘iPod opera’ (Davidson 2007) ‘based on the myth of Orpheus 
and Eurydice’ (iOrpheus 2011b). Duckworth and Farrell wrote the opera specifically to be performed in 
the South Bank Precinct in Brisbane, Australia, utilising ‘iPods, mobile phones, and laptops, along with 
interactive installations and live performers’, most of whom were students from the Queensland 
Conservatorium or members of the general public (ibid). Farrell says that they are calling the work an 
‘opera’ based upon the term’s most ‘literal’ usage as ‘a large scale work with lots of visuals, lots of 
musicians, lots of movement, lots of dancers … to create a spectacle around the sound’ (Davidson 
2007). The work is an attempt at creating ‘memories and echoes’ of the story, which the listener brings 
to the performance, rather than offering a literal retelling, according to Duckworth (ibid). Given the 
framing of the work as opera, it would no doubt evoke some of the many operatic interpretations of the 
story by composers such as Monteverdi (1607), Gluck (1762) or Offenbach (1858). Staged ‘in the 
streets, parks, and promenades of the South Bank parklands’ on August 31, 2007 (iOrpheus 2011b) the 
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performance incorporated 5 groups of performers: The Continuo, ‘a core group of 16 iPod players who 
control all 16 lines of the music, and who represent the primary performance group of the opera’; The 
Travellers, who moved around the parklands as ‘groups of performers on iPods, cellphones, and 
laptops, creating the ribbons of sound and providing sound beds and textural accompaniments for the 5 
Acts’; live soloists and ensembles featured in each act; The Orpheii, comprised of participants from 
‘cyberspace on Flickr, MySpace, YouTube, and Second Life’; and Park Visitors, who were encouraged 
to participate ‘in both active and passive ways, from playing iPods and cell phones, to carrying RFID 
tags’ (iOrpheus 2011a). Given the participation of conservatorium students, the majority of the work’s 
textural and melodic content was produced acoustically, with sections of the performance being driven 
by brass ensembles, and others being extremely percussive. Some of the soloists were opera singers, 
moving through the landscape alongside dancers. Other parts of the work saw percussionists playing 
their instruments in water, interacting with the water and immersing their instruments to vary the tones 
being produced. The achievement of iOrpheus was that it created an absorbing experience of live, 
theatrical music performance, where the players and participants interacted freely with physical and 
virtual landscapes and each other. In a sense, iOrpheus was an opera without the normally imposed 
boundaries of the theatre space, and one in which the composer had relinquished part of the work’s 
sound over to the participants. 
In celebration of the bicentenary of Charles Darwin’s birth77, electronica duo The Knife, DJ Mt. Sims 
and electronica artist Planningtorock, collaborated to write an ‘electro-opera’ called Tomorrow In A 
Year (Hotel Pro Forma 2011). The opera was composed around ‘Charles Darwin’s Origin of the 
Species, his notebooks and other randomly selected Darwin related literature’ (The Knife et al. 2010). 
Tomorrow In A Year was commissioned by experimental performance group Hotel Pro Forma, and 
juxtaposes vocal performances by ‘an opera singer, a pop singer and an actor’ as the ‘narrators and the 
main characters in the performance’ (Hotel Pro Forma 2011). The use of contrasting methods of vocal 
production, together with the work’s futuristic, abstract set, is highly reminiscent of Robert Ashley’s 
work. Sonically, the work sits somewhere between minimalist ambient electronica, elecrtro, and post 
rock, with moments that slip into operatic ‘aria’ structures. There is a vague narrative running through 
the work, but the use of text is more abstract than linear, giving the listener a feeling of emotional 
progression and exploration rather than the recounting of events in a sequence. Hotel Pro Forma state 
that they conceived of the work as forming a large-scale ‘space where form and expression dominate’, 
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with the operatic genre providing ‘the DNA, the framework of the performance’ (ibid). They believe 
that the opera ‘presents an image of Darwin that  … reminds us that the world is a place of remarkable 
similarities and amazing diversity’, where, ‘over time - tomorrow, in a year, or tomorrow, in a million 
years - change is inevitable’ (ibid). This is evident in the construction of Tomorrow in a Year, which 
hybridises various music styles and approaches to vocal performance in a multi-media theatre work 
sourcing its inspiration from a melange of historical and contemporary literature. 
The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), renowned for being on the cutting edge of all 
kinds of technical innovation, has also been interested in operatic form. Driving their Opera Of The 
Future Project, is composer Tod Machover, who has realised a new kind of opera performed by opera 
singers, a chorus of “Operabots”, and a musical chandelier. Entitled Death and the Powers (2010), the 
work emphasises a futuristic approach to staging, including robot performers and an interactive robotic 
set which projects characters and comments on the opera’s action. Vocal parts are performed by opera 
singers, and the score is created through a combination of electronic sounds and a traditional orchestra, 
the Boston Modern Orchestra Project, conducted by Gil Rose (MIT Media Lab 2011c). The opera is 
set in a future age where humans are all dead, and robots are left to enact the instructions left by their 
human programmers (MIT Media Lab 2011b). The story then unfolds around the life of a human 
inventor and entrepreneur, Simon Powers, who, on finding out he is dying, downloads himself into the 
electronic environment in which he lives, called The System (ibid). As the opera unfolds and interacts 
with him in his new form, Powers’s ‘family, friends, and associates must decide what this means, 
whether or not he is actually alive, how it affects them, and whether to follow’ (MIT Media Lab 2011a).  
The revolutionary use of robotics as the basis for operatic performance was a concept Machover 
developed after forming an ‘idea of a story told through the melding of morphing objects and sculptural 
sounds’ (MIT Media Lab 2011b). As Professor of Music and Media, and director of the Opera of the 
Future Group at the MIT Media Lab, Machover was able to realise his concept with the assistance of a 
‘team of faculty, staff, and graduate and undergraduate students’ who developed and adapted ‘a host of 
innovative technologies’, including robots, visuals, ‘sound-producing Hyperinstruments like the giant 
Chandelier’ and ‘extensive wired and wireless networks’ which form the backbone of ‘more than 40 
computers [which] are required to run the production’ (MIT Media Lab 2011d). The electronic sounds 
are blended into the performance space by over 140 speakers and the production utilises two different 
formats of surround sound (ibid).  
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While the scale, expense and technical expertise of Death and the Powers may not be easily replicated 
by traditional opera companies in the coming years, Machover has shown that a technically-driven 
production environment can add nuance and excitement to the operatic form, and engage with 
contemporary issues about life in a technically mediated society. Machover, in a sense is exploring the 
other side of human culture’s amalgamation with technology, which was exposed by Björk in Biophilia, 
the “unnatural” engagement that is, nonetheless, emotionally charged, personal, and culturally 
significant. However, Machover’s most significant achievement with Death and the Powers, is that he 
was able to realise the work without the technology of the staging overtaking the poignancy of the 
musical composition itself. The work maintains its integrity through a balance of electronic timbres, 
operatic voices and orchestral instrumentation, and this music drives the audience through the narrative.  
Countdown, the technOpéra project, iOrpheus , Tomorrow, In A Year and Death and the Powers, all 
signal that academic and musical institutions are willing to explore new directions in opera, which are 
significantly mediated by emerging technologies and technology-driven processes of creation. Each 
work has aspired to vastly different outcomes: Countdown serves an experimental, path-forging 
function; the technOpéra project looks at educating and expanding youth audiences while tapping into 
the resources of local digital culture artists; iOrpheus aims to generate a large-scale work in and from 
public spaces; Tomorrow, In A Year positions postclassical-ambient-rock compositional styles into a 
multimedia theatre space; and Death and the Powers seeks to redefine the use of technology in staged 
theatrical productions through the incorporation of robotic performers and an interactive “performing” 
set. The scope and definition of “opera” is clearly changing, and technology is enabling this process. 
How long it will take to infuriate opera’s more traditional institutions, remains to be seen.  
4.9 – Mapping the Frontier:  Conclusions from Context 
The works explored in this chapter signal a paradigm shift in the function and application of classical 
music processes and aesthetics. Prior to the twentieth century, “classical music” and “opera” wore clear 
labels that were easily regulated. Increasingly, these labels were challenged or appropriated. In the works 
I have addressed above, there appear to be several clear motivations, or organisational principals, for this.  
Firstly, the repackaging of familiar, canonical operatic arias such as the “Habanera”, “Dido’s Lament” 
and the “Flower Duet” into the style of music most popular in the present day, is intended to sell 
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records. McLaren drew on rock, techno and hip hop in the early 1980s, when those forms were most 
popular, and later artists like Lord Vangar and Schwartz, utilised the chillout-trance-electro styles 
which were popular in the late 1990s and early 2000s. All of these projects were conceived of as 
recording projects, and not live performance works. This tradition is not new, and has been employed 
equally in the sale of symphonic music such as the Hooked on Classics series of albums from the 1980s, 
and the Vanessa-Mae techno-violin releases of the 1990s. While artists who have produced these 
albums, such as Schwartz and Dollie De Luxe, may have a genuine interest in combining musical forms, 
the recording industry is driving these explorations to market classical music to audiences who would 
otherwise disregard the style entirely. These albums are not intended to appeal to “classical music” 
purists, who have perceived these attempts as crass popular cultural appropriations—appropriations 
which may serve the purpose of educating these audiences and directing them towards “serious” classical 
music.  
Secondly, artists like McLaren, Hagen, and to a lesser extent, Nomi, utilise operatic forms to evoke 
pastiche and irony in their music, with both Hagen and Nomi doing so explicitly for political purposes. 
By exposing and equating the excesses of the operatic tradition inside popular music performances, 
Hagen and Nomi have been able to comment on culturally-enshrined injustices like homophobia and 
sexism. McLaren’s Fans, is less politically confrontational, but it does use pastiche and irony to assert 
the dominance of popular music forms over the operatic tradition as a representation of the pinnacle of 
the Western classical tradition.   
Thirdly, there is a clear distinction between works trying to contemporise existing operatic repertoire, 
and works which are reinventing operatic or symphonic aesthetics inside new styles of composition 
sitting between classical and popular music traditions. The efforts of Richter, Muhly, and Jóhannsson 
have emerged from the classical tradition. Taken alongside the work of Yokota and Murcof, which have 
surfaced from DJing practice, there is significant evidence that building this new generic space is a 
serious endeavour. Similarly, although Amos, Björk, Galas and Gerrard might not have their work 
labelled “postclassical”, their idiosyncratic compositional styles maintain an equally serious approach to 
blending popular, experimental and classical music forms.  
Fourthly, works by Ashley, Glass, Machover, Duckworth and Farrell, Phillips and van Veen, The Knife 
and Hotel Pro Forma78, are trying to establish new kinds of aesthetics of opera in live perfomance, 
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which integrates technolgy as a central component of the work’s sound, the work’s visual presentation, 
the work’s mode of delivery, or the audience’s mode of attending and participating in the performance 
event. With the work of Phillips and van Veen, The Knife and Hotel Pro Forma, the use of operatic 
forms within a multimedia performance context establishes a new theatrical aesthetic of opera in 
dialogue with popular music and theatre in a way which resembles the fluid hybridisation of styles in 
postclassical recordings. Duckworth and Farrell harnessed mobile phones, MP3 players and the Internet 
to enable audiences to participate in performance without the skill barriers imposed by instrumental 
performance. Ashley used television, the medium most accessible during the late 1970s and 1980s, as his 
stage, circumventing the barriers to entry normally imposed by the operatic form. Machover 
contemporises opera’s spectacle by integrating cutting-edge robotics, which displace and challenge 
physical human performance on stage.  
Fifthly, while operatic institutions still maintain and regulate operatic pedagogy and vocalities, these 
vocalities have been fundamentally challenged and expanded during the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries. The work of Ashley, Bussotti, Berio, Cage, and Berberian have worked directly within 
classical music institutions to open this aesthetic, while Hagen, Nomi, Galas and Gerrard have enacted 
new operatic vocalities inside popular cultural mediums. These new vocalities confront the regulation of 
the tradition of operatic voice by exposing the exaggerated techniques of operatic vocal production. 
They also position speech vocalities, throat sounds, and popular music styles of singing in the same 
frame, diminishing the hierarchies between the different vocal styles and timbres.  
Finally, the reconfiguration of classical music’s vocal styles, aesthetics, instruments and compositional 
structures has allowed female performers to comment on, and open up a dialogue with the classical 
music tradition. Being denied direct entry, artists such as Amos, Björk, Gerrard, Hagen and Galas 
forged their own paths, such that they have pursued careers as singers and composers and producers and 
have been taken seriously as artists. Their progression makes possible the kinds of practice I have 
embarked upon.  
Drawn together, what these works show, is that “opera” as a form is extremely malleable. Many of the 
attempts to engage or comment upon operatic and classical music forms have been extremely successful, 
either commercially or aesthetically, and cannot, nor should not, be disregarded because they do not 
emulate historical notions of operatic performance or the presentation of repertoire. Gradual acceptance 
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of new kinds of opera seems to be occurring within the tradition, particularly around the work of 
(male) composers such as Muhly, Richter, and Machover, who were all commissioned to write new 
operas by major operatic institutions. However, until these works become included in the repertory of 
the major houses, they will remain peripheral explorations. What is absent, but what Amos and others 
have pointed to, is acceptance of new compositional forms sitting between classical and popular music, 
created by female composers, and which circulate within the classical music tradition in the same way 
that the work of Muhly, Richer and Machover does. Also lacking from the approaches discussed in this 
chapter, are works seeking to open up the operatic form while also questioning the absence of women in 
the roles which produce and regulate opera. By expanding upon the processes begun by artists like 
Amos, and positioning my practice as opera, inside the tradition of classical music, I am exposing this 
lack. This will be discussed with reference to The Pomegranate Cycle in the Chapter 9. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Notable exclusions are figures like opera-turned-pop-singer Kate Miller-Heidke, or popera artists like 
Katherine Jenkins, who, while having interesting career trajectories, have done little to challenge operatic or 
popular music forms. In live performances, Miller-Heidke has sung operatic mash-ups combining the Talking 
Heads song Psycho Killer (1977) with fragments of The Queen of the Night’s aria “Der Hölle Rache kocht in 
meinem Herzen” in a manner resembling Dollie De Luxe’s performances on Rock vs Opera, discussed in section 
8.4. However, unlike Dollie De Luxe, Miller-Heidke has not included her operatic experiments on her album 
releases. 	  
36 Nomi did not compose the songs he recorded; rather, he developed the conceptual framework for his 
performances which established the [often political] meanings behind the works.  	  	  
37 The film was made in 1997, at a time when the burka had different associations for Western audiences. Post 
September 11 audiences would now be familiar with the burka as a site of Western anxiety, hysteria and racism, 
which would not have dominated original readings. For contemporary debate around the use and symbolism of 
the burka see: (Williamson & Khiabany 2010).  
 
38 Ott & Aoki note the importance of the Plavalaguna’s blue skin as a marker of ethnic difference, because while 
there are other aliens in the film, she stands apart as the only blue person (Ott & Aoki 2004, 156). They 
interpret this distinction as the reason for the diva’s ‘sheer dispensability’ (ibid), saying: ‘the diva's racial 
difference… is constructed in relation to the invisible norm of Whiteness, which unlike the alien diva is an 
indispensable category. Indeed, in a film strewn with violence, none of the White ethnic characters are killed’ 
(Ott & Aoki 2004, 157). 
 
39 At the time of The Fifth Element ‘s release in 1997, Inva Mula was known as Inva Mula-Tchako, but she has 
subsequently shortened her name. I will refer to her as Inva Mula. 
 
40 Internet discussions about “The Diva Dance” claim that the documentary about the making of The Fifth 
Element, included in the Special Edition DVD (Besson 2010), states that Inva Mula's voice was not digitally 	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altered [See comments on: (FrozenMermaid666 2008) for an example]. By “digitally altered”, I presume the 
filmmakers were referring to the alteration of pitch. I cannot confirm this because I do not have access to a copy 
of the Special Edition DVD. However, a number of singers have performed “The Diva Dance” in concert and 
covered it on YouTube without transposition, which lends weight to the filmmakers’ claims. One example that 
has attracted nearly three million views on YouTube, was performed by Laura Workman McMurtrey. See: 
(disneydiva7 2008).  
 
41 According to IMDB, when Serra showed Mula “The Diva Dance” notation, she reportedly ‘smiled and 
relayed to him that some of the notes written were not humanly possible to achieve because the human voice 
cannot change notes that fast’, and instead, some of the notes were performed ‘in isolation … as opposed to 
consecutively singing them all together’ and ‘digitized’ to fit the notated rhythms (2011). This account fits with a 
close listening of the track. Mula’s voice appears to be “unprocessed” until bar 27,  where the speed of the 
staccato notes increases the difficulty of the extremely high F#’s above top C. Processing is less audible in the 
following bar, which incorporates large rapid leaps of a perfect eleventh followed by a major tenth. However, it is 
difficult to determine because of the dominant electronic rhythms which underpin the sound. These electronic 
rhythms hit the first beat of bar 28 precisely, but anticipate the third beat of the bar and draw attention away 
from the bottom vocal pitches. In the rest of the piece, the vocals are comprised of heavily processed, fast runs, 
which resemble a synthesiser. The exception is long extended notes that end musical phrases: these notes return 
to an “unprocessed” quality exhibited by the development of vibrato in the vocal tone. The apparently “natural” 
vocal quality is returned in bar 40 for the final rising vocal phrase, allowing the transcendent virtuosity of the 
voice to be re-established.  	  
42 One example is a discussion on Askville. See: (Askville by Amazon 2011). 
 
43 “Dido” features the orchestral introduction from the original aria played on a synthesiser. A low key beat bed 
(crafted largely from shakers and snare and hi hat hits) is added to the synthesiser a minute into the introduction, 
and an electronic synth motif and a bell-like riff are added at the two minute mark before the vocals begin, two 
and a half minutes into the track. The sadness of the song text provides an awkward contrast to the rather upbeat 
synthesiser riffs and the shaker-driven rhythmic bed. Ivey struggles with the vocal part [which is notoriously 
difficult], and her performance exhibits difficulties of pitch and tone. Ivey’s operatic vocal quality is breathy, with 
the singer utilising straight tone on the beginning of notes and phrases, with a strident vibrato emerging on many 
of the longer notes. While I personally do not enjoy Ivey’s vocal performance, it sounds as if it has been close-
miced and heavily processed with reverb and compression. These are production techniques that would 
automatically align the vocals to popular music styles rather than operatic styles of performance, and they do not 
sit well with Ivey’s voice. 	  
44 The “Habanera” contains a striking juxtaposition between the vocals and electronic elements. “Habanera” is 
crafted from synth washes and electronic sound effects in an elatory/uplifting trance style. Schwartz’s 
arrangement bears little relationship to the original aria, and the iconic melodic line is inserted only sporadically 
in the mix. Apart from synth sounds, the mix includes: a slow repeated cello motif, heart beat sounds, a whispered 
male voice panned left to right speaking some of the aria text, inserted samples of chorus parts from a recording 
of the opera, a layered harmony vocal singing “oh’s” and “ah’s”, maraca samples, and layered dance rhythms 
crafted from hand claps and foot stomps. 	  
45 Schwartz describes his approach to the Aria project in the sleeve notes to Aria 2 :  
By the time I was 16 years old, I had heard pretty much all of the forty or so works that make up the 
principal operatic literature, and a fair chunk of the symphonic repertoire as well. I would attend these 
performances, and then go home and listen to Pink Floyd and David Bowie. I never remarked to 
myself at the time that this was in any way unusual, but I guess that even then I was entertaining the 
idea of how to combine the two styles together. It’s only recently that I’ve been able to find a way in. 	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Aria and Aria 2 are the realisation of something I’ve wanted to do for many years: to marry two 
musical languages in a way that diminishes neither; to create something new out of something old, not 
just to dress it up; to be “cool” and passionate at the same time (Schwartz 1999).  
 
46 Craig James plays saxophone on a number of the tracks in dialogue with the vocal lines, imitating and 
modifying themes, which strengthens the jazz inflection of the album. 
 
47 Particularly West and South Asia music. 
 
48 Men’s operatic voices are not entirely absent from the chillout opera projects discussed above, but they are rare, 
appearing on only a few tracks, whereas women’s voices are present throughout. Notably, Karren Cummings 
sings the icon tenor aria “Nessun Dorma” [from Puccini’s opera Turandot (1926)] on the Divaria album, rather 
than a male vocalist.  
 
49 According to Fearn, De Musset’s work was reprised by Sarah Bernhardt, who took on the role of Lorenzo in 
1896 to great acclaim (Fearn 1998, 132). 
 
50 In Passagio, the work’s focus is “She”, a woman moving slowly across the stage to the ‘five “stations” of her 
journey’ which are ‘punctuated with vocal expression of the most diverse kind’ implying, but never properly 
establishing, a narrative of ‘Arrest, Integration, Abuse and final Release’ (Fearn 1998, 91). 	  
51 Terminal was a contemporary production, touring during 1970-71 with Joseph Chaikin’s Open Theatre 
project (Fearn 1998, 121) 	  
52 After Berbarian’s death, Berio wrote Requies (in memoriam Cathy Berberian) (1984), in her memory (Paull 
2007, 29). 	  
53 This led to De Roo commissioning Glass’s second opera, Satyagraha (1980), a work which has been described 
as ‘considerably more traditional in conception’ (Morgan 1991, 432). Given De Roo’s provocation, Glass’s more 
conservative approach is perhaps understandable. 	  
54 Ashley’s opera for television was an extension of an idea Benjamin Britten and Gian Carlo Menotti had already 
explored. The first television opera was Menotti’s Amahl and the Night Visitors (1951), commissioned by NBC 
(Michaels 2008, 534). According to Whittall, Britten’s last two operas, Owen Wingrave (1971) and Death in 
Venice (1973), were both originally intended as works for television, and this accounts for their more ‘intimate 
quality’ when compared to ‘the grander projections’ of Britten’s earlier operas (2011). In actuality, only Owen 
Wingrave was truly realised for television. While Britten and Menotti were both supported by networks, BBC in 
the UK and NBC in America respectively, with the idea of producing opera whose “stage” was the television 
broadcast, both composers retained a relatively traditional, acoustic instrumental and vocal-centered approach to 
composition. Ashley, on the other hand, delves into popular music aesthetics and various modes of speech and 
singing to realise his composition. This approach within the televised medium allowed Ashley to build a 
considerable profile for his work in both American popular and art cultures.  	  
55 Sabatini considers that Ashley’s practice has moved through three distinct stages in ‘formulating, producing, 
and defining American opera’: the first, beginning in the 1960s, combining more conventional ensembles with 
electronic sounds and a theatre group to ground the music ‘in a place or landscape’ and allowing texts to 
‘represent stories, themes, and practices related to making music and the lives and relationships of those living 
around him’ (Sabatini 2005, 46); the second, occurring during the 1970s and 1980s, where Ashley produced 
operas for television as ‘an expedient way of approaching music theatrically’; and the third stage, beginning in the 
late 1980s, being more ‘compressed’ or ‘concentrated work’, with a set group of singers and musicians involving a 	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‘synthesis of music, text, images, and performance’, where ‘layered’, ‘post-minimalist music’ is ‘based on strict, 
though subtle rhythmic or tonal formulations’, and voices in combination with electronic sounds form ‘long 
modal chord structures’ to frame the performance (ibid, 49–50).  	  
56 The television broadcasts included layers of intercut video, visual effects and scrolling writing, over which the 
audio was imposed. Sometimes the scene shows the performers making music, but more often than not, they are 
abstracted with the visuals lingering on a highly processed view of the pianist fingers, or performers appearing in 
strange costumes juxtaposed with banal landscapes like the supermarket. Given this, Michael’s likening of Perfect 
Lives to music video seems apt.  
[Not having access to a DVD copy of Perfect Lives, I have not seen the work in its entirety, although this 
description is based upon extensive excerpts available on YouTube]. 
 
57 Many writers authored this article and the attribution is credited to Arnold for expedience. Griffiths and 
Temperley authored the specific section of the article I have cited.  	  
58 This section of the article was authored by Temperley only. 
 
59 AllMusic is referred to in parts of this thesis for chart and bibliographic information. The site is maintained by 
an editorial and writing team of approximately fifty people. AllMusic has agreements with Billboard and The 
National Academy of Recording Arts & Sciences to reproduce chart and awards information.  	  
60 Mash-ups on the album included: “Vilja/ Whatever You Want”, combining “Es lebt eine Vilja” from Franz 
Lehár’s operetta Die Lustige Witwe [The Merry Widdow] (1905) with Status Quo’s Whatever You Want 
(1979); “Carmen/ Gimme Some Lovin'”, combining the “Habanera” from Bizet’s opera Carmen (1873-74) 
with the Spencer Davis Group’s Gimme Some Lovin' (1966); and “Caro Nome/ Sex & Drugs & Rock & 
Roll”, combining “Caro nome” from Verdi’s opera Rigoletto (1851) with Ian Dury’s Sex & Drugs & Rock & 
Roll (1977). 
61 Cavensish described the musical as a:  
‘…16th-century tale of thwarted passion that culminated in the young Italian heroine being burnt at the 
stake as a witch. King Harald and Queen Sonja of Norway visited the Piccadilly Theatre to lend their 
support to “the most heavily panned London stage musical in a generation" - but it folded after 10 
weeks. “Flops don't come much floppier," said the Telegraph. Nul points’ (Cavendish 2008).  	  
62 See: ( Nickelodeon666 2006).  
 
63 A proper analysis of operatic performance in relation to the gay community and drag subcultures is beyond the 
scope of this exegsis. For more information see: The Queen's Throat: Opera, Homosexuality And The Mystery 
Of Desire (Koestenbaum 1993).  	  
64 McLeod sources Hagen’s comments from Levy, found in the liner notes to 14 Friendly Abductions: The Best 
of Nina Hagen (1996).  
 
65 See: (Diamánda Galás 1981). 
 
66 This is evident in the lyrics:  
And on that holy day/ And on that bloody day/ And on his dying bed he told me/ "Tell all my 
friends I was fighting, too,/ But to all the cowards and voyeurs:/ There are no more tickets to the 
funeral…/ Were you a witness?/ And on that holy day/ And on that bloody day…/ Were you there 
when they crucified my Lord/ Were you there when they nailed him to the cross/ Sometimes it causes 
me to tremble, tremble, tremble/ Were you there when they crucified my Lord…/ Were you there 	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when they dragged him to the grave?... / Swing Swing/ But I will not go/ and I shall not go/ I will 
wake up/ and I shall walk from this room into the sun/ where the dirty angel doesn't run/ Where the 
dirty angel cannot go/ And brothers in this time of pestilence/ do know that we meet we hear another 
sick man sigh/ Each time that we meet we hear another has died/ And I see angels angels angels 
devils/ Angels angels devils… Coming for to drag me to the grave”…/ Remember me?/ Unburied/ I 
am screaming in the bloody furnaces of Hell/ and only ask for you/ to raise your weary eyes into the 
sun/ until the sun has set/ For we who have gone before/ Do not rest in peace/ We who have died/ 
Shall never rest in peace/ There is no rest until the fighting's done… (Galas 1991). 
 
67 Dibben cites (Guðmundsdo ́ttir & Stockhausen 1996.).  
 
68 Dibben cites (Aston 1996: 47–48). 
 
69 For information about Björk see: (Dibben 2009, 8–11). 
 
70 By 2005, Amos had sold over 12 million albums (Amos & Powers 2005), been nominated for 8 Grammy 
Awards, and her albums Boys for Pele (1996) and To Venus and Back (1999), reached number 2 on the The 
Billboard 200, and number 1 on Billboard’s Top Internet Albums chart (AllMusic 2011g). Björk is reported to 
have sold 15 million albums by 2003 (Walker 2003) and been nominated for 12 Grammy Awards. All of her 
releases since Debut (1993) have charted well, both in America and internationally [See: (AllMusic 2011a)]. 
Gerrard’s Dead Can Dance project enjoyed a smaller commercial success, selling more than 2 million records 
worldwide, to become the biggest selling act for record label 4AD (Perry 2009) and their album Spiritchaser 
(1996) reaching number 1 on Billboard’s Top World Music Albums chart and number 75 on the The Billboard 
200 (AllMusic 2011b). Given that the project sat somewhere between progressive rock and world music, that is 
hardly surprising. 
 
71 Muhly is the youngest composer of the three, Richter and Jóhannsson are both in their forties.  	  
72 The former uses samples from Elgar, Bartók, Stravinsky, Mahler, Paganini, Waxman, Prokofiev, Telemann 
and Billie Holiday as sources for riffs and melodic motifs in a beat-driven break-core album, and the latter alters 
the speed of Shostakovich’s fifteen symphonies on a laptop to produce a new ‘digital classical symphony’ in four 
equal parts of 710.5 seconds each (V/Vm 2008). 	  
73 Muhly is still an early career artist, having only finished his composition studies at Juilliard in 2004. See 
(Muhly 2011).  
 
74 Notably, Muhly has worked with both artists, recording a piano part for an alternative version of the song 
“Oceania” from Medúlla [see: (Bjork 2011)], and Muhly worked with Glass for nine years digitising his film 
scores and larger stage works [see: (Mead 2008) and (Muhly 2009)].  
 
75 Directly prior to the technOpéra performance of Ariadne auf Naxos, Ope ́ra de Montre ́al held a half hour 
educational lecture on the source opera, presented by Pierre Vachon. While this might have served the company’s 
aim of educating its audience, it is this author’s opinion that it probably lessened the “cool” appeal of the event 
considerably. 	  
76 This year, Opera Australia has initiated a compact “operatic remix” program with similar goals to those of the 
Opéra de Montréal’s technOpéra series. Known as Polyopera, the program staged three events in different areas 
of Sydney, with La bohème: Bohemian Deconstruction taking place in Surry Hills, Don Giovanni: Remixed (aka 
The Don) happening in Blacktown, and Lakmé: Parramatta Imaginings being staged in Parramatta. La bohème 
was recomposed in ‘minature’, utilising two singers, a string quartet and members of the performance group, 	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Applespiel. While the singers, in casual modern dress, performed, people painted and drew about them 
(Polyopera 2011b). Don Giovanni was retagged around a hip hop battle, with Opera Australia commissioning 
renown producer and MC, Morganics, to orchestrate the work. The “battle” pitted an operatic baritone playing 
“The Don” against female MC, Rima [aka Soul Beats], rapping back as Donna Anna (Polyopera 2011a). With 
Lakmé, Opera Australia reworked the Lakmé duet for a performance in The Bathhouse at Parramatta Park and 
invited dancers from the local community to participate (Polyopera 2011c). While I did not attend the Lakmé  
performance, clips on YouTube suggest the singers were singing along to solo harp and solo clarinet, with 
additional accompaniment by Indian musicians, who performed for most of the dance sequence. See: (Opera 
Australia 2011).  	  
77 There were other operatic explorations concerned of Charles Darwin made in honour of his bicentenary. Of 
note, is Jane Sheldon and the Ensemble Offspring’s The Origin Cycle (2009). Sheldon and Ensemble Offspring 
commissioned eight Australian composers to write short vocal settings from Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859), 
which was also celebrating its 150th anniversary of publication. See: (Godfrey-Smith & Sheldon 2009).  	  
78 Björk is also seeking to innovate live performance, although her attempts are operatic in the sense that they 
generate spectacle, rather than her framing them as such.  







	   119	  
Chapter 5 - Voicing Persephone: Narrative, Voice & 
Structure in The Pomegranate Cycle 
So here she calls and I echo  
Pain of being She and She 
And bleeding in the sake of her, us, 
We bleed alone and cry as one  
 
(From: The Pomegranate Cycle) 
5 . 1  – Introduction  
Chapters 2 and 3 have established that my performing body is shaped by the pedagogies that have 
informed its training and by the stories I give it to enact. Because I find the ways in which gender is 
portrayed in opera, through my body, to be troubling, the solution has been to take control of the opera 
my body sings. In Chapter 3, problems of violence, repression, rape and death, which recur repeatedly as 
motifs in the lives of operatic women, were outlined together with a solution: the composition of new 
kinds of opera which portray women in new ways. Simply writing about the systemic problems women 
in operatic narratives face, or re-writing the way in which these women can be interpreted is not 
enough. My response has been to write an opera entitled The Pomegranate Cycle to engage with, and 
disrupt the history, structure and aesthetics of traditional opera, thereby opening up new kinds of 
representations of female experience within the art form. This chapter outlines my attempts to achieve 
this, in terms of structure, narrative and voice. 
5 .2  - Beginning with a Story 
From its genesis, composers and librettists have drawn heavily from classical history and mythology as 
the basis for operatic narratives. Opera, a sung theatrical performance accompanied by a musical 
ensemble, emerged in late sixteenth century Florence. Opera was conceived as being a rebirth of ancient 
Greek theatre by members of a group of scholars, poets and musicians known collectively as the 
“Florentine Camerata” 79. Fellows of the Camerata, in conversation with other notable figures, such as 
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Roman scholar Girolamo Mei, developed a theory of “new music” by trying to decipher what ancient 
Greek music and dramas were like (Grout 1988, 40-41). As a result, the early operas have their basis in 
classical Greek texts, and this tradition has continued to the present day. Baroque operas were an 
imagining of what ancient Greek theatre might have been like. Littlejohn postulates that the Florentine 
composers ‘knew that it was sung, or chanted, or at least declaimed in varying intervals and rhythms, 
which changed depending on the emotion expressed’ and that there were ‘long set “arias”… alternated 
with antiphonal “duets”’ and choral lyrics sung in unison (1992, 79). These ideas were then ‘translated 
through the preferred instruments and tonalities of the late sixteenth century’ to create an art form very 
distinct from the ancient Greek texts that inspired it (ibid). 
Composers and librettists slowly began drawing on other sources such as popular novels and theatre 
works to form the basis of their narratives. According to Littlejohn, nineteenth century composers 
largely looked elsewhere for their inspiration because ancient Greek sources ‘appeared to be too simple, 
too austere to carry the freight of a full-out romantic score’ (ibid). However, by the beginning of the 
twentieth century, ancient Greek sources were again in fashion since ‘their fusion of simplicity with 
primal passion, their union of aesthetic purity with human experience at the edge of nightmare seemed 
once again attuned to the feelings and ideas that musicians wanted to express’ (ibid). 
To engage with the history of operatic narrative, choosing a story from ancient Greek mythology was 
an obvious foundation for The Pomegranate Cycle. My goal was to confront conventional female 
experiences of violence in opera and reframe them as something operatic women can resist, survive and 
recover from. I also wanted to present the internal consequences of violent experience from the 
perspective of female characters, in both a singular and collective sense. I did not want my women to go 
mad and die. I needed to select a narrative that would allow me to explore the presentation of violence, 
but which would also permit female characters to survive and gain a degree of power and autonomy. I 
chose to tell Persephone’s story.  
Persephone’s story is narrated in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. Persephone’s abduction myth is 
commonly referred to as the “Rape of Persephone”, a title drawn from Claudian’s poem entitled De 
raptu Proserpinae (The Rape of Proserpine), the Roman equivalent of the name Persephone80. The 
Homeric and Claudian poems both recount the abduction of Persephone/Proserpina, the daughter of 
Demeter and Zeus/Ceres and Jupiter, by Hadês/Pluto, god of the underworld, and her subsequent 
	   121	  
return to the mortal world. To anchor The Pomegranate Cycle firmly in the ancient Greek tradition, I 
used the Homeric Hymn to Demeter as my reference when I began writing the libretto. A synopsis of 
the Hymn to Demeter follows81:  
Persephone is in a field picking flowers on the Plain of Nysa with the daughters of Okeanos. She 
reaches to pick a narcissus flower, but the earth opens under her and the god Hadês seizes her and takes 
her by force back to the underworld to be his wife. He does this with the permission of Persephone’s 
father, Zeus, king of the gods. Persephone screams for help and for her mother, Demeter, goddess of 
fertility, harvests and the seasons. Demeter hears her cries and goes looking for Persephone for nine 
days, but no one reveals where Persephone has been taken. On the tenth day, Hekatê comes to Demeter 
to tell her that she heard Persephone scream. Together they continue to search. They find Helios, the 
embodiment of the sun, who reveals that Zeus has given Persephone to Hadês. Demeter is furious with 
grief and wanders the earth until she reaches the house of Keleos, the ruler of Eleusis. Looking like an 
old woman, Demeter sits by a well, and is seen by Keleos’s daughters. Demeter tells them she is a 
woman from Crete called Dôsô, who survived abduction by pirates. She convinces Keleos’s daughters to 
invite her back to their household so she can work, and their mother, Metaneira, is persuaded to invite 
her in. Demeter sits contemplating her loss until Metaneira invites her to nourish her late-born son. 
Intending to make him immortal, Demeter nurses him and conceals him within the fire at night, and he 
blossoms. One night, Metaneira spies on Demeter and cries out in alarm when she sees her son within 
the flames. Demeter is angered by the intrusion. She reveals herself and threatens the sons of the 
Eleusinians with war unless they build a temple in her honour and maintain proper rites. Keleos builds 
the temple and Demeter resides in it, grieving over the loss of Persephone. For a year, the earth wastes 
away because crops cannot grow without Demeter’s consent.  Zeus notices that the humans are starving 
and sends Iris to summon Demeter back to Mount Olympus, home of the gods. Demeter refuses. Zeus 
then sends all of the other immortals to her, one at a time, offering her gifts and attempting to persuade 
her to return to Mount Olympus. Demeter refuses and says that she will never return another harvest 
until her daughter is returned to her. Zeus sends Hermes to persuade Hadês to release Persephone from 
the underworld. Hadês listens to Hermes and tells Persephone to return to her mother. Persephone 
rejoices and prepares for her return, but as she is leaving, Hadês ‘stealthily’ (Nagy 2011) feeds her 
pomegranate seeds because he wants to prevent Persephone from staying with her mother. Persephone 
and Demeter are re-united and Persephone recounts what has happened to her. Hekatê approaches and 
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rejoices, and from that day becomes Persephone’s attendant and a substitute queen of the underworld. 
Zeus sends a messenger, Rhea, to tell Demeter to attend a meeting of the gods. Rhea recounts Zeus’s 
command that Persephone may spend two-thirds of the year in her mother’s company and must spend 
the remaining third in the underworld with Hadês. On Zeus’s orders, Demeter immediately allows the 
earth a harvest. Demeter then visits kings and leaders to show them how they can properly perform the 
rites that will bring a harvest. Demeter and Persephone return to Olympus to sit beside Zeus. The poet 
asks Demeter to think kindly and grant a rich means of livelihood, in return for keeping the goddess in 
their thoughts. 
5 .3  -  Persephone’s  Many Faces 
Persephone and her mother, Demeter, have complex histories. In ancient Greece and Rome, they were 
religious figures and cultural icons represented in art, literature and song. Persephone’s role, after her 
abduction and rape, is especially complex because her return to the mortal world ends winter and brings 
life. Subsequently, she also wields power over both mortals and gods as queen of the underworld. The 
complexity of the Demeter/Persephone myth has allowed both women to become the subjects of many 
allegories and assume many faces. Their depiction continues across many mediums to the present day. A 
complete overview of the origins and development of the Persephone myth is beyond the scope of this 
exegesis82. However, a short background to the myth will be provided, including some interpretations 
and contemporary associations that explain the narrative decisions made while writing The Pomegranate 
Cycle.   
The Rape of Persephone is commonly characterised as an allegory for lifecycles and the seasons. In The 
Greek Myths (1992), Robert Graves hypothesised that Core83, Persephone and Hecate as maiden, 
mother and crone, were each aspects of the same being referred to as Demeter (92). These aspects 
represented different periods of the harvest cycle, with Core signifying green corn, Persephone the ripe 
ear, and Hecate the harvested corn (ibid). Graves considered that Core’s abduction formed ‘part of the 
myth in which the Hellenistic trinity of gods forcibly marry the pre-Hellenistic Triple-goddesses- 
Zeus, Hera; Zeus or Poseidon, Demeter; Hades, Core… It refers to male usurpation of the female 
agricultural mysteries in primitive times’ (ibid, 93). In Myths of the Greeks and Romans (1962), 
Michael Grant argued that the Hymn ‘perhaps more than any other myth embodied and directed’ 
commonly held ideas about birth and death (136). Grant takes some care to discuss the relationship 
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between the Homeric ‘literary’ representations of Greek myths and the presentation of myths as part of 
ritual worship practices (ibid, 120, 138). While Grant notes that the Homeric Hymns drew heavily on 
Greek religious practice (ibid, 138), he describes them as ‘artistic creations’ (ibid, 142) rather than 
‘devotional’ artifacts (ibid, 120). This is due to their form, which, he argues, is suggestive of an 
aristocratic epic tradition as ‘the elements of praise, thanksgiving and prayer are perfunctory, and the 
main content is the narration of the myth’ (ibid). 
The Persephone/Demeter story has been handed down to the present via numerous literary and artistic 
explorations drawing from not only the Homeric Hymn, but also from other ancient Greek and 
Roman sources such as Claudian. Consequently, Persephone has become many different kinds of 
women, representing the aspirations and anxieties of various time periods. Margot K. Louis notes the 
importance of Persephone in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, declaring that male 
writers like Swinburne, Morris, and Tennyson used invocations or manipulations of the Persephone 
myth to ‘explore the growing challenge of pessimism’ and to argue ‘about the moral implications of 
mortality, the sanctity or scandal of the material universe, and the possibility of meaning in life or 
language’ (1999, 312). In contrast, female authors of the period invested Persephone with different 
significances. Jean Ingelow and Dora Greenwell used the myth ‘to explore female sexuality and the bond 
of mother and daughter’, Mathilde Blind used it ‘to question the objectification of the female’, and 
Edith Wharton drew upon these themes and linked them to a ‘critique of her male predecessors and her 
modernist sense that their hopes of a whole and meaningful universe cannot be sustained’ (ibid). 
Elsewhere, Louis writes that arguments over the Persephone myth in Victorian and early Modernist 
literature reflected cultural change. This especially relates to the challenge alternative spiritualties and 
paganism posed on Western Christian thought, the struggle between ‘asceticism and a reviving 
reverence for the body’, the Modernist celebration of fertility and life force, pessimism, and a struggle 
over ‘whether the mythmaking imagination’ should be understood as masculine and work ‘chiefly or 
exclusively on male experience’ (2009, ix-x). 
Feminist writers in the latter half of the twentieth century and early twenty-first centuries have similarly 
embraced the Persephone myth to articulate a range of ideas, including: the evolution of female 
spirituality; sexuality and sexual awakening; the relationship between women, family and community; 
the psychoanalysis of mother-daughter relationships; and recovery from mental illness. Daryl Koehn 
characterized the myth as a ‘rallying cry for women thinkers’ dissatisfied with ‘the tenets of traditional 
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ethics’ (1998, 1). Koehn discusses various uses of the Persephone myth which operate in counterpoint 
to ‘“male” ethics’, including one reading which establishes it as a ‘defense of the human practice of 
caring’ in contrast to the ethics offered by male philosophers, ‘which tend to downplay or even deny the 
value of intimate, particular relations’ to focus instead ‘upon relations and actions in accordance with 
universablizable maxims for action’ (ibid). In her examination of Nietzsche, Irigaray conceptualises 
Persephone as a women slipping between masculine and feminine realities of mother and father to form 
new relationships with the body (as a source of reproductive and sexual power) by means of the ‘to-ing 
and fro-ing’ between the female veil and the other (1991, 112, 115). Other writers have identified 
Persephone as an embodiment of female experiences of diaspora. Edvige Giunta (2004) and Alison D. 
Goeller (2003) write about the cultural importance of Persephone to Italian American women: her 
abduction has become a metaphor for their dislocation. Ruth Nicole Brown (2007) describes her own 
transformation and successful completion of graduate school as an African American woman, as being 
similar to the transformation and triumph of Persephone (657-658). She draws upon Persephone’s 
journey to articulate the frustrations and barriers black women encounter within American educational 
institutions, and to argue for structural change driven by black female students (ibid). Gloria Feman 
Orenstein uses the Persephone myth to articulate ecofeminist anxieties about the welfare of the earth 
and its lifecycle, equating the destruction of nature to the rape of women as entwined patriarchal 
ideologies (2001, 269). The Persephone myth has become a malleable artifact adopted by feminist 
thinkers, artists and cultural leaders. Accordingly, the myth lends itself to being the basis of a feminist 
reworking of opera. Persephone has become a rallying point for change. 
5 .4 - Women & Story in The Pomegranate Cycle  
The portrayal of women and the development of narrative in The Pomegranate Cycle included several 
important interpretative choices. Primarily, I wanted to use the Persephone myth to discuss the impact 
of violence and rape in opera. This focus meant that I excluded feminist readings of the myth that 
explained Persephone’s abduction as a period of sexual awakening. Instead, I wanted to foreground 
Persephone’s rape and her subsequent imprisonment in Hades because her experience of these events is 
largely overlooked in the Hymn to Demeter. In the Hymn, Persephone’s abduction is only important 
in so far as it spurs Demeter’s grief, rage and exile while also establishing Persephone’s future role as 
queen of the underworld. The absence of Persephone’s rape from the action of the story, and her fading 
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cries for help, are similar to Zerlina’s offstage cry for help in Don Giovanni (1787). Rape is used as a 
device to achieve a specific result in the narrative, detached from the lived experiences of the woman 
who endures it.  
As discussed above, Robert Graves considered that the purpose of the Persephone myth was to institute 
the male usurpation of the female agricultural mysteries (1992, 93). In Demeter and Persephone: lessons 
from a myth (2002), Agha-Jaffar discusses the role rape played in Greek history and mythology. She 
describes women as ‘part of the loot to be plundered, apportioned out, and distributed’ to victorious 
armies (2002, 137-138) and notes a ‘plethora of rapes committed by the gods in the Greek pantheon’ 
(ibid, 140). According to Agha-Jaffar, these mythological rapes were specifically designed to undermine 
the ‘culture and ideology of goddess-worshipping communities’ (ibid). She writes:  
In this case, stories of the rape of female deities or heroines by male gods constitute a 
mythological rendition of the demotion and subjugation of the powers of the goddess—a 
necessary component of the war waged against women by patriarchy since it depicts the 
goddess as powerless to overcome her own violation. And if the goddess cannot protect herself, 
how can she be called upon to protect other females? (ibid) 
In reading the Hymn to Demeter, I have always been struck by Demeter’s steadfast defiance. 
Persephone’s future strength also colours my understanding of her experiences. Both women undergo 
great change. Agha-Jaffar characterises this change as ‘transformation’, with Demeter’s transformation 
taking place gradually, and Persephone’s suddenly, via a cataclysmic event (ibid, 141). To Agha-Jaffar, 
this cataclysmic event is a dual rape, with Demeter experiencing psychological rape and Kore 
experiencing physical rape (ibid, 147). Kore, ‘young, innocent, and virginal maiden’, becomes 
Persephone, ‘queen of the underworld, powerful, autonomous, and feared’ only because her 
transformation is irrevocably ‘cemented in her being’ through rape (ibid, 142). While Agha-Jaffar 
consideres Persephone’s abduction and rape to be ‘a heinous act’ constituting ‘a violation of the bodily 
and psychic integrity’ of a young girl, she also sees it as being well within ‘the acceptable patriarchal 
norms’ of its cultural context (ibid).  
In the Hymn to Demeter, Persephone and Demeter exhibit apparent contentment when rejoining Zeus 
on Mount Olympus. This is troubling, particularly because Persephone is compelled to return to the 
site of her rape, and the bed of her captor each year. Rather than viewing this as distasteful but 
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acceptable within its context, I decided to reframe Persephone’s return to the underworld as a 
consequence, and a mark of her survival. Persephone must live with her experiences and find a way to 
reconcile her “selves” going forward, despite existing in a world where violence is sanctioned and 
potentially repeated. I read Zeus’s punishment of Persephone as a reproach both to Demeter and to 
female authority in general, a necessary device if Zeus wishes to maintain patriarchal control of the 
realm. The Narrator recounts this position in “Punishment” (see: Audio CD, Track 13):  
From his throne The Father looked down upon his barren dominion. He appeased The 
Mother, returning their daughter to the mortal world. He salved his law, decreeing that his 
Daughter must remain captive for three months each year, punishment for ingesting the 
pomegranate seed.  
After Zeus’s decree, I have included three additional songs from the perspective of Persephone/Kore in 
The Pomegranate Cycle. These songs, “Seeds of Accusation” (see: Audio CD, Track 14), “Her Song” 
(see: Audio CD, Track 15)  and “Lullaby: A Hymn Reprised” (see: Audio CD, Track 16) respectively, 
explore Persephone’s anger, her experience as a survivor of violence, and her relationship to the girl she 
used to be before the attack. Persephone is given a trajectory of growth, change, and finally, healing. 
This trajectory is absent from the Homeric Hymn, but is an important means of reconfiguring operatic 
narrative conventions. Persephone’s journey matters because it extends past a violent event into a future 
she governs.  
The other important choice which I have made in The Pomegranate Cycle is in regard to the way 
women’s voices are characterised in the story. Given the conventions of female character types and vocal 
timbres in opera (see: Chapter 3), the roles of Persephone and Demeter would generally be assigned to a 
soprano and mezzo-soprano. Rather than assigning the roles to different singers with different voice 
types, a single mezzo-soprano voice mediates all characters, including the lead voice of the chorus. In 
part, this decision was one of economy, allowing the opera to be small and portable. However, the 
decision was also influenced by the Persephone story. Drawing on Robert Graves’ distinction between 
Core, Persephone, and Hecate as aspects of harvest brought together in the goddess Demeter, I decided 
to play with this personification in The Pomegranate Cycle performances. I have chosen to characterise 
the aspects of a single “Woman” in three parts, as Kore, the innocent girl untouched by violence, 
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Persephone, the grown woman who has lived through violence, and Demeter, the mother aspect who 
tries to protect her daughter(s).  
The final song of the opera, “Lullaby: A Hymn Reprised”, is attributed in the libretto to 
‘Persephone/Kore’ because it is sung by a woman who has amalgamated her experiences of violence 
with her former self. This lullaby draws its motif from the song “Of Hymn” (see: Audio CD, Track 3), 
which introduces Kore at the beginning of the opera. “Of Hymn” is a sweet invocation of imagined 
romance, a daydream for a future Kore does not fully understand. As a lullaby, this daydream is stripped 
back to Persephone/Kore’s lone a Capella voice. She is able to remember and voice her desires without 
assistance or musical support. Persephone/Kore possesses a collective recognition that many women 
have been touched by violence in some way and survived. This recognition is the topic of the aria “Her 
Song”, which precedes “Lullaby: A Hymn Reprised”, and is reflected in the section of text that opens 
this chapter. The full libretto text is printed in Appendix I.  
5 .5  -  The Pomegranate Cycle  Synopsis  
I :  The Narrator discusses the historical symbolism of pomegranates and tells the audience that a raped 
girl will swallow seven pomegranate seeds. Then The Chorus sing of her impending fate, a fate they will 
forget. Kore, the young girl, enters and sings of her hopes and dreams for a romance she has imagined. 
Her world and her body are ripped apart. She is stolen by Hades and raped. Still numb and in shock, 
she sings of her girlhood wanderings, picking summer fruits and flowers. Slowly she realises what has 
happened and her recollections turn into her own ruin.  
II :  The Narrator tells of a Mother and Daughter, wandering parallel, but different worlds, searching 
for each other and escape, but finding only loss. The Male Chorus sing that the girl is gone, and they 
forget. The Mother, Demeter, sings about her lost Daughter and wonders how she can continue 
without her. Slowly, she questions how the world can continue without her Daughter. Kore is now 
Persephone, wandering the underworld, a place she perceives as colourless and corrupt. She roams, 
trapped, searching for something to hold on to, but finding nothing. Demeter’s grief is manifest, and 
she burns the mortal world. 
III :  The Narrator describes The Mother’s actions as a form of dissent, saying that because she was 
denied her daughter, she has denied the world its fertility. In response, The Chorus blame The Woman 
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for her rape and abduction. They call her a slut and tell her that her protests and lack of weeping 
confirm her guilt. The Father, Zeus, then decrees Persephone’s punishment: His Daughter must remain 
captive for three months each year because she ate pomegranate seeds, and is therefore complicit. 
Persephone responds angrily to her accusers, not understanding why so much should rest on the 
(patriarchal) symbolism of a pomegranate. Persephone states that the girl they see is not her. She calls 
for Themis, goddess of Justice, to weigh and measure her so she can be freed from accusation. 
Persephone then reflects on her experience, believing her girl self to be the victim which her womanly 
self must carry. Persephone recognises her experiences as an echo of violence lived or felt by all women. 
She calls for the wrongs to be spoken, scrawled and screamed as truth in the institutions that would 
deny such violence occurs. Persephone calls for an awakening of all who have known terror, so that 
together they may dance and become new.  As Persephone/ Kore, she reprises her childhood “hymn” of 
imagined romance.   
5 .6 - Structure & Voice 
The Pomegranate Cycle presents three different kinds of voices, the spoken voice of the narrator, the 
electronically generated voice of the chorus, and the sung voice of female characters. These voices are 
used to divide the structure of the opera into three distinct sections: before and during the rape; 
captivity and the aftermath of rape; and the various discourses which occur as a consequence of rape, 
including resistance, accusation, punishment, reflection and freedom. 
The Narrator’s voice, arguably a masculine subject positioning (see: Chapter 2), contextualises the 
action of the plot. The Narrator is represented by a spoken voice whose tone is impassive and laconic. 
The Narrator represents external authority and observation. The following example from “Inside” (see: 
Audio CD, Track 1) opens the opera and establishes both the dramatic action and thematic use of the 
Pomegranates, which will recur throughout the work:  
Inside each pomegranate is a cluster of seeds, encased in ruby flesh. Growing wild in 
abandoned groves, they hang from trees as summer turns to autumn, waiting to fall or be eaten 
and propagate again.  They are said to be holy, symbols of fertility, fruit from the gardens of 
paradise. Until a girl, raped, swallowed seven seeds.  
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The second voice is the voice of the Chorus. In opera, the chorus generally represents the moral 
compass of society. Clément has said that the sets, costume, lights, and performance in opera displays a 
world, vision and style, but that the vocal backdrop constructs a ‘society of voices’ built upon the 
operatic chorus (Clément 2000, 19). ‘Defined by the composer’, the chorus, ‘whether visible or 
invisible’ defines the operatic world (ibid).  Clément considers that there are several archetypes of 
operatic chorus: the community, ‘singing with huge, vague voice, often expressing political feelings, but 
never political ideas’, representing both genders (Clément 2000, 20); the tribe, ‘tending towards’ 
masculine melodies and ‘obeying the anthropological reality of tribes themselves’(ibid); and official, 
visible bodies portraying ‘characters most strictly ruled by history’, taking the form of ‘members of 
parliament, priests, soldiers, nobles’, who represent ‘the locus of power’(Clément 2000, 21). 
In The Pomegranate Cycle, three choruses have been included, and these chronologically correspond to 
three kinds of chorus defined by Clément. The first, “Portent Part I” (see: Audio CD, Track 2), is 
reminiscent of Greek chorus in that it foretells the action to come. Lyrically, the text is a simple 
repetition in two parts: ‘when she is gone….’ and ‘floating we forget/ We forget floating…’.  The voices 
are deliberately vague; they perceive the future but choose to hedonistically float and forget. This is 
reinforced by the music, which is loosely styled on Baroque masses and ambient music. It contains a 
Soprano, Alto, Tenor, Bass (SATB) and Solo Alto parts. It is intended to be soothing, as well as 
evocative of the Roman Catholic Church, representing institutional authority and conformity.   
“Portent Part II” draws upon the same sound world but is composed for Tenor and Bass voices only, 
evoking Clément’s second chorus characterising the voice of the masculine ‘tribe’ (see: Audio CD, 
Track 7). “Portent Part II” occurs after Kore has been stolen into the underworld. Male voices sing: 
‘she is gone, we forget/ We forget floating’. This chorus establishes the commonality of violence within 
patriarchal cultures where female experiences of violence are, in Clément’s words, an ‘anthropological 
reality’ (2000, 20).  
The final chorus, “Portent Part III” (see: Audio CD, Track 12), is a departure in text and tone. 
Utilising the same sonic configuration as “Portent Part I”, SATB chorus and solo Alto voice, this 
chorus is transformed into the voice of authority and judgement. The song opens with the chorus and 
soloist declaiming:  ‘Woman! Woman! Woman!/ Wear your shame/ Wear your shame’. The 
accusatory text is articulated through sacred musical timbres to demonstrate the blame societal 
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institutions place on female victims of violence and rape. Whilst utilising opera’s traditional chorus 
structures, I have also tried to disturb their aesthetics by producing their voices with a virtual 
instrument. The electronically mediated voices sound “artificial”, and therefore, their authority as the 
rightful or “natural” voices of society is challenged.  
 
The final voice utilised in The Pomegranate Cycle is the solo voice of an operatic mezzo-soprano. 
Sung voice in The Pomegranate Cycle is used for point-of-view characters in the story. The primary 
musical framework given to the sung voice is the operatic aria because the aria anchors The 
Pomegranate Cycle, stylistically, to the operatic genre. Operatic arias traditionally provide an internal 
dialogue or emotional insight into a character’s experience. Given that the goal of the work is to allow 
Figure 3 :  The Pomegranate Cycle  Structu re 
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female characters to explore and negotiate the consequence of violence, the opportunity for internal 
dialogue is extremely important. The sung voice is also used to augment the artificial voices in the first 
and last choruses to make the text more intelligible.  
Noticeably absent from the opera are arias for male characters. The two primary male characters in the 
Persephone myth are Zeus and Hades, both of whom are responsible for the violence endured by 
Kore/Persephone and Demeter. Although the “sublimity” or transcendental power of operatic voice 
has often been utilised to overcome, glorify and romanticise experiences of violence in operatic 
narrative, I did not want to offer a medium for this in The Pomegranate Cycle. I did, however, want to 
prioritise female experience within the opera. Operatic arias for male characters were thus deliberately 
excluded.  
Similarly, when writing the work, there were two events which I chose not to “give voice” to: Kore’s 
rape, and Demeter’s refusal to allow a harvest. In The Pomegranate Cycle, Kore does not scream or cry 
out because women are often denied a voice, both real and metaphorical, during and after experiences of 
violence84. Demeter’s grief and rage, on the other hand, were something I wished to characterise as being 
beyond words, motivated into action by intense feeling. Both events are extremely important, and, 
consequently, I did not want to absent them from the staging. Instead, I designed two soundscapes, one 
called “Ripping” (see: Audio CD, Track 4), representing Kore’s rape, made from ripping sounds, and 
the other “Burning” (see: Audio CD, Track 10), representing Demeter’s fury, made from the sounds of 
fire. Movement is used to give expression to these sound works in the performance.   
5 .7 - Ending with a Story 
When Clément wrote Opera, or the Undoing of Women (1989), she articulated opera’s obsession with 
the manipulation of women through violence. She focused on the libretto text as a primary source for 
interpreting opera and outlined how the death of women had become a conventional device in operatic 
stories. Operatic women, ultimately, end with their stories, and their end is often brutal.  My challenge 
at the outset, therefore, was to write a story where a woman’s ending was also the beginning of a new 
story she governed.  
In writing the libretto, I have engaged with opera’s historical preference for ancient Greek sources as the 
basis of narrative. I considered the importance of operatic vocal style and its use as a device to conceal 
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patriarchal narrative conventions in opera. For this reason, I have broken up the kinds of voice that are 
utilised in the opera. I assigned the spoken voice, impassively observing the action, to The Narrator. I 
considered the different kinds of voices represented by The Chorus, and undermined their aesthetic 
power by producing them with noticeably artificial virtual instruments. Finally, I utilised the powerful 
emotive sway of the operatic voice, to explain the internal consequences of violence to the main female 
character/s. In this way, their plight becomes the focal point of the work’s “operatic” style.  
The opera’s structure does not end with a patriarchal voice. Instead, our Woman is given three 
opportunities to respond, configure and represent her thoughts. As the opera ends, we revisit where we 
first met her: inside a daydream about the future. Her desires and her journey are open-ended. This 
circularity neither overlooks nor erases her experiences of violence. Rather, it amalgamates them into the 
Woman she has become. We hear this in her lone, unaccompanied voice which sings: ‘Moisten the 
unborn flower/ Suspended/ My tears bud and pass/ Maybe the spring will laugh?’ The question 
articulates both her hopes and her prior experiences. She is Demeter, Persephone, and Kore, a woman 
who has worn many faces and embodied many desires, who has finally become her own woman: alone, 
and adult, but connected to a community of women who have survived. She is a woman I can sing and 
own in my performing body.  
5 .8 –Conclusion 
Through writing The Pomegranate Cycle, I have demonstrated that an operatic story concerned with 
violence does not need to persecute its female characters in the quest for spectacle or the emotional 
transcendence of the audience. It is possible to write operatic women as survivors who progress and 
claim the transcendence for themselves. While The Pomegranate Cycle has directly concerned itself 
with a story of violence and healing, it is only the beginning. There are many stories involving many 
kinds of women that could be told in opera, and they would serve to shift the perception that females 
are expendable in the genre. The next step for aspiring female composers is to gain access to the tools 
that enable composition, so that the classical music traditions may be approached with confidence to 
enact change. The next chapter addresses the manner in which the classical tradition has regulated and 
defined itself (to the exclusion of women), and provides an overview of the impact of music recording 
and production technologies on the tradition. By revealing the changes these technologies have wrought, 
it is evident that through their use, access to composition is possible.  
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79 See also: Chapter 2.5 and the sixth endnote of Chapter 2.  
 
80 See: (Grant 1962, 131) 
 
81 This synopsis is based upon a translation of the Hymn to Demeter, by Gregory Nagy. See (Nagy 2011).  
 
82 There have been numerous anthologies and monographs dedicated to the analysis of the Persephone myth and 
its myriad of adaptations and reappropriations. The study of Persephone can, in a metaphorical and literal sense, 
be understood as an “archaeology”, so much so, that Ann Suter wrote a book entitled The Narcissus and the 
pomegranate: an archaeology of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter (2002). Suter aimed to correct what she 
perceived as frequent misrepresentations of the myth, beginning with the text of the Homeric Hymn and moving 
onto other external linguistic and historical sources (2002, 1).   	  
83 Core is the same person as Persephone. Her name change is symbolic of the transformation she undergoes 
whilst in the underworld, from the innocent girl identified as Core/ Kore, to the powerful Queen of the 
Underworld and wife of Hades identified as Persephone.  Robert Graves refers to “Core” whereas other English 
language texts I have read refer to “Kore”. I have decided to use Kore as my preferred spelling when not referring 
specifically to Robert Graves. The transformation of Kore into Persephone is discussed further in Chapter 5.4.   
 
84 Kore is, however, given an aria of internal dialogue from a frozen moment occurring directly after her rape, 
“Narcissus Bloom and the Rape of the Pomegranate”. 
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Chapter 6 - Producing the Composer: Classical Music 
Beyond the Concert Hall 
But it seems there will always be people who do something particularly well, no matter whether 
the context is marks on paper or samples in the studio. Performance is not likely to disappear 
any time soon, as it fulfills a basic human need. It’s not surprising that far from removing 
“sacred cow auteurs,” modern technology has simply shifted the metaphor from exceptional 
accomplishment on paper by “composers” to exceptional accomplishment on hard disk by 
“producers”…. one increasingly finds cases in which the producer is the artist is the composer is 
the producer; and technology is what has driven the change (Moorefield 2010, 111).   
6.1  -  Introduction 
Today, most people listen to classical music through recorded media, rather than attending live 
performances. Live performances are a special, not an everyday occurrence. How classical music85 utilises 
recording technologies is therefore integral to its creative future. Throughout the second half of the 
twentieth century, popular music genres readily embraced recording technologies as creative 
compositional tools. Consequently, these technologies and their methods of application were integrated 
into the mythos of popular music cultures. George Martin is almost as revered as The Beatles for his 
role in ground-breaking records such as Revolver (1966), Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band 
(1967) and The Beatles (aka “The White Album”) (1968). Similarly famous is Phil Spector’s “wall of 
sound” production technique, combining dense instrumental layering, part doubling and echo, which 
was incorporated into recordings from the 1960s onwards by artists including The Ronettes, Leonard 
Cohen, The Beach Boys, Dusty Springfield and Meat Loaf. Popular music practitioners have applied 
recording technologies freely to create new sonic realities of musical engagement.  
Classical music has also embraced recording technologies, utilising recorded media to disseminate music 
to mass audiences. Unlike popular music genres, however, classical music has largely denied these same 
technologies a creative role beyond the quest for fidelity, the faithful reproduction of a (constructed) 
performance.  Rather than utilising the palette of potential sounds offered by recording technologies for 
augmenting performances, or indeed, for composing new musical forms, the majority of classical music 
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practitioners have applied recording technologies to circulate notions of virtuosity attached to live 
performances. The singular sound world aspired to in most classical music recordings, the concert hall’s 
“best seat”, has remained constant throughout the last century. The concert hall aesthetic has been 
maintained because it protects nineteenth century ideas of the musical work. It also enshrines live 
performance as the pinnacle of musical engagement, and is distinct from the variable sound worlds of 
popular music, with this contrast helping to maintain classical music’s distinction as an elite cultural 
artefact. The singular reality generated by classical music recording has been functional, but limiting.  
This chapter outlines how notions of virtuosity and authenticity in classical music recording have been 
generated from the nineteenth century construction of the “musical work”. It also explores the way in 
which recent recording, listening and distribution technologies have challenged the romantic 
construction of the “musical work” by making possible new styles and mythologies of musical 
engagement that displace the traditional function of the classical music craft. The changes music 
technologies have wrought on the classical music tradition are significant, and implicit in these changes 
is a threat that the restrictions used to regulate the tradition will be broken down. In short, these 
technologies threaten classical music because they open it. A perfect recorded performance can be 
achieved through editing, and virtual instruments can substitute for human players. This means that new 
kinds of performers and (female) composers can begin to occupy the classical genres. Additionally, 
these technologies provide composers and musicians with the opportunity to move beyond the score. 
They can utilise the recording studio as a new creative palette if they are able to accept the changes and 
challenges these technologies pose for the tradition of classical music. Otherwise, there may be a split 
between a backward-looking, acoustic-centred classical music, and a forward-looking, encompassing 
musical craft drawn from the traditions of classical music practice.  
6.2 - The Producer As Composer,  the Producer as Technician  
In The Producer as Composer: Shaping the Sounds of Popular Music (2010), Moorefield traces the 
development of popular music sound recording techniques since the 1960s, outlining a movement away 
from representing live performance sonorities, towards sound ‘in the sense of stylistic choice’ as 
producers captured and moulded sounds in increasingly complex ways (Xiii). Moorefield claims that 
there have been three central developments in popular music recording: firstly, that recording ‘has gone 
from being primarily a technical to an artistic matter’; secondly, that recording’s metaphor shifted from 
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being an ‘“illusion of reality” (mimetic space) to the “reality of illusion” (a virtual world in which 
every-thing is possible)’; and lastly, that ‘the contemporary producer is an auteur’ (ibid). According to 
Moorefield, these developments were driven by the ‘underlying mechanism’ of technological 
development ‘encompassing both invention and dissemination due to economies of scale’ (ibid).  
Moorefield views the role and function of the popular music producer as developing in an additive way, 
with the producer moving from ‘the back of the control room’ in the 1950s, to the mixing board in the 
1960s, to ‘taking over the job of the composer’ in the 1970s and 1980s, and to ‘becoming a performer 
on stage’ in the 1990s (ibid 109). Contemporarily, a producer performs ‘any one or all of these 
functions’ (ibid).  
Moorefield considers that timbre and rhythm are the most significant elements of rock and its many 
subgenres, with the interest generally lying ‘not in virtuosity, or harmonic complexity, but in mood, an 
atmosphere, an unusual combination of sounds’. (ibid, xiv). He notes that in popular music 
composition, nothing is generally written down except for the lyrics and some chord changes, with the 
recording of a song functioning ‘as its score, its definitive version’ (ibid, xiv). As a result, Moorefield 
considers that production skills have already joined or supplanted keyboard skills as part of the ‘lingua 
franca’ of popular music (ibid, 110).  
Unlike popular music genres such as rock, where recording technologies are now ubiquitous, within the 
classical genres, music production technologies are kept separate from the tasks of composition and 
performance by the majority of practitioners. This is not meant to imply that the function of the 
classical music producer or sound engineer is any less complex. Rather, the discourse of classical music 
has not acknowledged the role these experts play in the construction of the musical work. The rhetoric 
of the classical genre is that music is a separate entity brought forth by the composer, realised to a 
greater or lesser degree by the conductor and performers, and then documented by the producer and 
engineer. This is reflected in the experience of classical music producers.  
In Repeated Takes: A Short History of Recording and its Effects on Music (Chanan 1995), Chanan 
cites Grammy award winning sound engineer Bruce Swedien to outline the differences between popular 
music and classical music recording. Swedien describes his experience of creating recordings for the 
Chicago Orchestra as ‘taking dictation’ because all he could do as a classical music producer ‘was to 
recreate the original sound-field’ (Chanan 1995, 145). In contrast, Swedien reports his experience of 
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recording popular music as being extremely free, stating that the only limitation on the sound image was 
his own imagination (ibid, 145-146). Chanan thus characterises the development of classical music 
recording in the second half of the twentieth centry as being chielfly concerned with ‘a transparent 
rendition of a natural musical object’ (Chanan 1995, 146). He states:  
The classical record producer preferred to speak not of mixing, but of balance. The object was 
to achieve an aural image something like the sound perspective that might be heard from the 
middle of the stalls in one of the great concert halls … The skill of the engineer is partly 
concerned with how to achieve this kind of balance in less compliant acoustics. This whole 
approach is irrelevant in the case of pop music, because there is no comparable kind of space 
where music originates (Chanan 1995, 146).  
The difference in the creative roles of producers in the classical and popular genres was reflected in the 
differences between their monetary rewards. According to Channan, a popular music producer’s 
contribution to the overall sound of the album was acknowledged by receipt of a share in the royalties 
from the recording while royalties for classical producers ‘“were never considered’” (ibid).  
Moorefield’s understanding of classical and jazz music recordings is that they are ‘generally recorded 
live, without overdubs, and with minimal, if any, postperformance enhancement’, with the driving idea 
being to capture ‘live performance in the tradition of “realistic” recording, as it existed since the 1870s’ 
(Moorefield 2010, xiv). In writing this statement, Moorefield has, unknowingly, reproduced one of the 
great fallacies of contemporary classical music. On the surface, his statement would seem to correspond 
with Swedien’s experience of “taking dictation”, however, it minimises the complexity of the producer’s 
role in classical music recordings and reproduces an old idea of recording which no longer reflects 
current recording practice. Unlike rock and other popular music styles which drive Moorefield’s study, 
classical music has tried to maintain the appearance of live performance sonorities in recordings. 
However, the actual recordings are just as constructed and stylised as popular music records in most 
instances. Contemporary classical music producers edit performances, overdub, auto-tune, equalise, 
compress, apply artificial reverbs and, increasingly in film soundtrack recordings, blend virtual 
instruments with recordings of live players to give the impression of a fuller, larger ensemble. The main 
difference is that the results are not noticeably audible because the ‘phonographic verisimilitude’ 
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constructed by these technologies is focused on relocating ‘the best seat in the house’ from the concert 
hall to the domestic environment (Symes 2004, 62)86.  
Symes says that a recording is ‘a joint creation between the engineer and the listener’ who allows 
themself to be ‘tricked into thinking that its musical representation is real’ (ibid). As listeners become 
familiar with a particular recording technology, they either identify with or resist the sonic reality it 
produces. The suspension of disbelief has been a standard component of popular music listening since 
the 1960’s, but not so for classical music aficionados. In the search for the concert hall aesthetic, 
recording techniques must be deceptive enough to become transparent, and this search for transparency 
has driven the development of recording technologies across the twentieth and into the twenty first 
century. When transparency is not achieved on a classical music recording, it is met with resistance. 
Morton discusses the resistance to various recording innovations, including the preference consumers 
held for acoustic recordings rather than the new ‘electrically produced’ recordings of the 1930s (Morton 
1999, 409), and the widespread backlash to the use of synthetic reverberation and multiple 
microphones in recordings of the early 1950s (ibid, 492-494). At that time, classical music purists such 
as John Hammond of Vanguard Records  ‘reverted to using a single microphone and the reverberation 
provided by the concert hall itself’ because artificial reverb sounded "horrible" and "phony" (ibid). For 
listeners, the application of these new technologies on classical music recordings was not acceptable 
because they broke with the illusion of the concert hall as listeners had come to understand it.  
According to Symes, the adoption of practices which effectively represented music as being “real” were 
drawn together across the community of sound engineers and producers as ‘a common set of values 
regarding the desirability of concert hall sound’ (Symes 2004, 62). The aesthetic decisions and 
techniques that have been, and continue to be developed by classical music producers are important 
because they define the listening “reality” used to present and protect the classical music genre. 
6.3  -  Keeping Score:  the Musical Work and the Abstract 
Musicologists have sparsely documented or analysed the influence of recording technologies on 
Western art music, in part because traditional musicology remains fixated on the written score as the 
origin of a work. Moorefield considers that the distinction between popular and classical music 
recording practice emanates from the application of the musical score, and he perceives ‘faithful 
interpretation of the written score’ as central to classical music. He notes that while ‘Western notation 
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predates recording by centuries’ and ‘developed into a very precise set of instructions for performance’, 
its goals are largely the same as sound recording: ‘from the point of view of recording, notation is an 
attempt to describe a piece in such detail as to make it completely repeatable’ (Moorefield 2010, xiv).  
The desire to “fix” and “repeat” music is paramount to both musical notation and sound recording. 
However, differing from popular music, where recording production techniques have become a creative 
language of currency, classical music practitioners have resisted defining the recording studio as a 
creative component of the musical “composition”. Classical musicians have, nevertheless, taken 
advantage of recordings to disseminate their work for over a century, and have also used studio tools to 
construct flawless recorded versions of a work and a performance. The difference is that most classical 
music practitioners maintain a distinction between where their musical work is located. The “original” 
work, in its pure or abstract form, is contained within the score. Recordings are permutations of the 
work, taking on the appearance of, but also being different from live performance permutations. Ashby 
views recording as problematic for traditional musicology, because musicology has always concerned 
itself with ‘paper and ink’ (Ashby 2010, 2). Therefore, historical musicologists are ‘beholden to more 
stringent ideas of work and text’ because music is uncertain and ‘textually decentered’ (ibid). He writes:  
A notated musical score represents a set of often ambiguous instructions, while the prose text 
offers a highly determinate phonetic analogy to its message. As heard, a musical work does not 
map onto its printed score with nearly the same directness and precision. It requires the 
mediation of performance (ibid). 
Ashby argues that recordings are ‘a chapter within the history of writing’ since they utilise technology to 
‘fix a particular musical expression into permanency’, but he also considers recordings to be ‘“oral”’, 
thereby allowing the listener to learn ‘directly and intuitively’ (ibid, 4). He contends that in part, this 
duality has allowed recording to ‘change music in its every aspect’ (ibid). This dual capacity of 
recording to fix music in the style of writing but also replay it as an experiential audio artefact has 
complicated the understanding of the musical work for classical music practitioners. There are now two 
“sites” for the work that are fixed and repeatable: the notated “musical text” and the “recorded text”, 
and these two interact to inflect live performance87.  
To understand the function which locating and fixing a piece of music serves, it is necessary to detour 
into how the concept of a “musical work” emerged. Goehr explores the emergence and role of the 
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musical work in The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music 
(2007). She argues that in the late eighteenth century, ‘changes in aesthetic theory, society, and politics 
prompted musicians to think about music in new terms and to produce music in new ways’ (Goehr 
2007, ix)88. Musicians were thinking not just about ‘the creation, performance, and reception… of music 
per se, but of works as such’ (ibid). Goehr recounts a declaration by Franz Liszt who, in 1835, argued 
for the ‘“foundation of a musical museum”’ to preserve the best religious, dramatic and symphonic 
music through systematic performance, government purchase of musical works and state funded 
publication (ibid, 205). Goehr notes that ‘Liszt’s proclamation had precedents’ such as Forkel, who, in 
1802, argued for periodic performance as ‘“the most efficacious means of preserving in lasting vigour 
musical works of art”’ (ibid). In the early nineteenth century, the idea of a performance “museum” 
grew, and musical works were being performed ‘every so often over a longer period of time’ in the hope 
that ‘these works would be played every so often—forever’ in a kind of ‘semi-permanent display’ (ibid). 
What emerged in musical discourse of this period was a ‘regulative work concept’, which Goehr believes 
prompted ‘a transition in practice’ whereby musicians moved away from: 
thinking about musical production as comparable to the extra-musical use of a general 
language that does not presuppose self-sufficiency, uniqueness or ownership of any given 
expression. In place of that musical production was now seen as complete and discrete, original 
and fixed, personally owned units. These were musical works (Goehr 2007, 206).  
Goehr’s “imaginary museum”, collating individual works into a standardised repertoire, is the classical 
musical canon. Ideas of an actual musical museum envisioned by Liszt and others became less important 
as musicians were provided ‘with exemplars and standards by which to gauge their own activities’ (ibid, 
247).  
Notation provided one means of achieving and circulating standardised repertoire. Goehr examines the 
ability of notation to make a work repeatable, including the conditions where music either is not 
notated, or its notation does not meet repeatability requirements and therefore would not meet 
definitions of the “musical work” outlined by thinkers such as Nelson Goodman89. A detailed account 
of this discussion is beyond the scope of this exegesis.  Of note, however, is the increasing clarity of 
musical notation at a time when the work concept was emerging in musical discourse. Goehr declares 
that when composers such as Haydn and Beethoven began requesting ‘that their notational instructions 
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for the performance of their music be followed to the mark, they were asserting a new authority’, which 
translated ‘the ideal of untouchability into concrete terms’ (ibid, 224). In the latter half of the 
eighteenth century, she writes, composers ‘were increasingly allowed to produce completed scores to 
reflect the very best version of their music’ independent of a specific performance (ibid). To Goehr, 
specific notation of this best version had become ‘urgent’ because of the following four factors: music 
had begun to travel, being performed independently of the composer; it was receiving repeat 
performances; compositional styles were becoming more personal; and musicians were needing ‘more 
intelligible and accurate means’ of accessing music without having personal contact with the composer 
(ibid, 224-225).  
Goehr considers that the work concept emerged in the early nineteenth century as a kind of ‘conceptual 
imperialism’, which allowed musicians to ‘reconstruct musical history to make it look as if musicians 
had always thought about their activities in modern terms’ or would have ‘had circumstances allowed 
them to do so’ (ibid, 245). Reconfiguring music of the past ‘into the present, and then into the sphere 
of timelessness’ allowed musical thinkers to conceive of music as functionless, stripped of its ‘original, 
local and extra-musical meanings’ (ibid, 246-247). This freed musicians to impose new meanings and 
to ‘conceive of past music in the romantic terms of works’, allowing for the ‘canonization of dead 
composers’ and the ‘formation of a musical repertoire of transcendent masterpieces’ (ibid, 245). As a 
result, despite nineteenth century stylistic distinctions being made between classical and romantic period 
music, ‘musicians began to view classical compositions in romantic terms, as the most perfect works of 
absolute music’ (ibid). 
The musical score became the focal point of romantic notions about musical composition. Composers 
such as Mozart and Beethoven had characterised their process of composition as a kind of divine 
inspiration, where compositions would arrive to them fully formed90, and their notions were readily 
accepted. Accordingly, we have inherited a ‘picture of the composer as visionary, articulating truths from 
another world’ (Day 2000, 185). Day describes this edifice:  
The composer writes down as if from dictation a perfectly finished musical work from a 
performance in his head of magisterial authority. That is the picture … such a metaphorical 
account emphasised that the power and coherence of a musical masterpiece derived from forces 
not wholly within the composer’s conscious control, that the work of genius was in some sense 
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a force of nature, that the harmonic and motivic symmetries to be discovered in the work of a 
master, the balances, and echoes, and pre echoes, and internal references of every kind, 
conveying a sense both of inevitability and spontaneity, were not wholly the result of deliberate 
calculation and manipulation but also of unconscious forces (ibid, 185-186 ). 
Day describes accounts which treat composition as originating outside the composer as ‘inventions’ 
because ‘we know’ that a composer’s process is cumulative (ibid, 186). Day characterises composition as 
a process of scribbling down ‘fragments on manuscript paper; ideas, or scraps of ideas, a phrase, a motif, 
a rhythm, a chord, a chord progression, an outline in words of a movement or of a whole work, or as a 
pattern, a diagrammatic representation’ (ibid). These scribbles ‘build up structures little bit by little bit, 
employing techniques they have learnt or developed themselves, pushing notes around, begetting new 
ideas in the process of working on the manuscript paper’ (ibid). The mundane reality of the 
compositional process is not especially good at enabling a listener to embrace the gestalt of a work. 
Thus, it is not surprising that composers have suppressed their process of creation in favour of a more 
idealised narrative. Additionally, if the process of notation is perceived to contain some kind of 
“revelation”, then it also serves to reproduce ideas of the musical work in the abstract. If music is a 
revelation which is given form in notation, we are striving to produce something divine in music 
performance that can never be fully realised. This serves to protect the musical work because a work 
must continue to be produced repeatedly in search of an ideal which ever remains an echo of a greater 
opus. It also serves to elevate a composer’s status beyond the realm of mere mortal. 
The inheritance of the nineteenth century notion of the musical work is a form of cultural 
protectionism, where, for certain individuals, ‘the closer any music embodies the conditions determined 
by the romantic work-aesthetic, the more civilised it is’ (Goehr 2007, 245). Consequently, ‘classical 
music is not only regarded as quintessentially civilised, but as the only kind of music that is’ (ibid). 
Goehr argues that the ‘direct result of seeing the world’s music … through romantic spectacles’ is the 
assumption that ‘various types of music can easily be packaged in terms of works’ (ibid).  She states that 
ways ‘are sought to assign the “works” to composers, to represent them in full score, thereby allowing 
them to have a fixed structure with a sharply defined beginning and end, thereby enabling them to be 
performed on numerous occasions as part of a program of works in the fine setting of a concert hall’ 
(ibid). Interpreting music in this way concerns Goehr as she considers that this logic alienates ‘music 
	   143	  
from its various socio-cultural contexts’, especially as ‘most music in the world is not originally 
packaged in this way’ (ibid).  
The work concept has been imported into other musical genres such as jazz and rock to elevate, justify 
or defend specific musical practice. As an extension of the work concept, musical canons have emerged 
in many genres of music. Sound recording has provided a means of fixing a work in genres where 
notation is markedly absent, and so the popular music canon is comprised of songs and albums rather 
than opuses. The role sound recording plays in the location of a musical work is very different in 
popular and classical music genres. Popular music audiences readily accept recordings as the site of the 
musical work. In popular music, questions of authorship and authenticity become relevant in the 
relationship between different recorded versions of a song, rather than the relationship between the 
composer’s notation and the musician’s performance. Writing about rock songs, Solis clarifies the 
definition of a cover song from being a song that has been recorded before91, to being: ‘a new version of 
a song in which the original version is a recording, and for which musicians and listeners have a 
particular set of ideas about authenticity, authorship, and the ontological status of both original and 
cover versions’ (Solis 2010, 298). Solis makes this distinction because she deliberately wants to exclude 
new recordings of classical music and jazz from definitions of a cover song (ibid). To Solis, a listener’s 
mode of making meaning from, and engaging with a version of the Greatful Dead’s song “Truckin” 
(1970) is vastly different to a listener’s way of making meaning from and engaging with a version of 
Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony (1811) (Solis 2010, 298). For this reason, Solis believes the practice of 
recording cover songs and the logic that underlies them is specific to a particular time and musical 
culture associated with rock music (ibid). Solis argues this, in part, because she believes the practice of 
recording covers helped to define rock from other genres of music, particularly during its mainstream 
emergence in the 1950s and 1960s (ibid, 315). However, she also believes that the distinction between 
covers and other kinds of “versioning” practice lies in the meaning they generate for the performing 
subject as an author, imbuing the performer with the qualities of an authentic embodiment of the (rock) 
tradition (ibid). In this way, the focus of a cover is on authenticating the performer, particularly the 
singer, rather than being overly concerned with authenticating the musical work itself:   
Typically rock’s discourses of authenticity have authentic subjects as their object … Central to 
this model of authenticity is the idea that the authentic rock artist is a creator, is in some 
measure the author of the work. Ironically, covers confer authenticity along the same lines that 
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originals do. That is, even though a cover is a performance or recording of a song with a prior 
authorial connection, the cover itself confers authorial status on the coverer in ways that other 
versioning practices do not. Covers have to be sufficiently different from the original, while 
still maintaining enough of the original’s salient details. When a cover succeeds, the coverer 
creates a sense of his or her own authorship in authoring the recording—that is, he or she has 
creative ownership of that which makes the cover not simply a new performance of the old 
work, but rather a new work based on the old one—while at the same time he or she draws 
some measure of the original author’s creativity to him or herself. (ibid, 315-316). 
For Solis, versions of a work which ‘may be seen as more or less authentic’ can be performed within the 
Western classical tradition, but they cannot be covers because the version is never viewed as generating a 
‘new authorial creativity’, which is an essential component of a successful rock cover (ibid, 303). She 
considers that there is the potential for cover songs within the Western classical tradition, present in the 
work of the Kronos Quartet and Philip Glass, who have explicitly experimented with authorial voices 
along the boundaries of classical music performance (ibid, 313-314). However, Solis believes that the 
discourse of classical music prevents covers from occurring because ‘the authorship of the piece’ is too 
strongly entrenched (ibid, 308). So for Solis, the “cover song” belongs specifically to the rock genre92 
because of a distinction between the function of a version, producing an authentic authorial role for the 
performer in rock, as opposed to the protection of the authenticity and authorship inscribed in the 
classical work. Yet, despite this fundamental split in the function of a version, one inscribing the author, 
and the other authenticating the performer as author, Solis’s definition of covers also reveals that there 
are similarities between the way classical and popular music generate notions of authorship and 
authenticity. Their respective audiences are comparing musical “versions” to a text which is perceived to 
be exemplary, in order to generate meaning and value within their respective traditions, and this value is 
informed by knowledge of the traditions’ histories and repertoire. In classical music, a performance or a 
recording acts as a “version”, and a musical score acts as the “original”, or, to borrow Goehr’s term, the 
“best version” of a work. Similarly, classical composers, musicians and listeners maintain ideas about 
authenticity, authorship, and the ontological status between the score and the performed or recorded 
versions. This understanding is used to generate meaning. However, a classical musician’s “version” fails 
when their own performative voice transgresses the integrity of the work’s original author. Therefore, 
adherence to notation serves to regulate the creative boundaries of performance within the classical 
genre.  
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The dominance of recording as the primary means of listening to specific works is gradually contesting 
the position of the classical musical work, and is thereby opening up new possibilities for versioning 
within the genre. The ability of a score to describe a musical work in sufficient detail to allow it to 
become repeatable was at the heart of defining musical works in the nineteenth century. Repeatability is 
also at the core of recorded musical experience, and arguably, recording is eminently better at describing 
music for the majority of people. Listening to a recording does not require any technical skill to realise 
the sound world93, whereas notation remains abstract for all but trained music practitioners. While 
discussing repeatability extensively in her book, Goehr does not explore the concept of repeatability as it 
applies to sound recordings of classical music, perhaps because of the widely held assumption that 
classical music must have a score prior to performance or recording. Ashby takes up the discussion of 
the classical music work where Goehr finishes, and advocates greater study of the impact of sound 
recording on the concept of the musical work. Ashby states that recording ‘has been “serious” music’s 
main vehicle of currency for at least twenty years, but he considers American musicologists to have 
failed to give recordings and other mass media ‘much ontological recognition’ beyond a documentary 
function (Ashby 2010, 1). As a response, Ashby wrote Absolute Music, Mechanical Reproduction 
(2010) to redress the critical absence of a ‘vernacular practice’ for classical music, with the vernacular 
being constituted by ‘recordings, films, and other media’ (ibid, 2).  
Ashby concerns himself with the genre of absolute music and uses the axiom “music for music’s sake” as 
the basis for a more specific definition of absolute music (Ashby 2010, 6). He defines it as being ‘purely 
instrumental, structure oriented, untouched by extramusical elements, and with a purely aesthetic rather 
than social function’ (ibid). He then broadens this definition to include ‘music that is heard without 
regard for the context surrounding its composition—whether that means actual, historical 
circumstances or the author-devised, programmatic day-in-the-life-of-an-artist context’ (ibid, 7). 
What constitutes absolute music is important to Ashby’s assessment of recording. He argues that the 
‘aesthetic-musical abstraction originating with absolute music has been widely influential as something 
relating vaguely to the work’s composition’ because it ‘“names an ideal of musical purity”94 (ibid, 9). 
To Ashby, a great deal of music beyond the nineteenth century repertoire now constitutes “absolute 
music” because the ‘intensifying and quickening commercial markets for recordings have forced more 
and more music to become “absolute” as a matter of course’ (ibid, 7). In other words, the concept of 
the independent musical work as it developed in nineteenth century classical music in the specific genre 
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of absolute music, has been applied to many different styles of music, in part because sound recording 
helped to abstract music from its locus of performance by allowing it spread rapidly away from its site 
of creation and contextual meaning. Ashby considers that recording is changing the function of a 
musical work. In the past, he contends, the musical work ‘played an originative role… acting as the 
source and origin of the musical experience’, but the work ‘now serves primarily an esthesic function, as 
a point of orientation and demarcation while the listener grapples with the departing landscape of the 
heard music’ (ibid, 10). He writes:  
Recordings have helped break down the whole duality of creative and receptive, of poietic and 
esthesic, such that the mass-produced aesthetics of some popular music seem at least as distant 
from the circumstances of its creation as Brahms’s symphonies supposedly are from theirs. To 
put this another way: there is at least as much aesthetic obfuscation surrounding a Coldplay 
song as there is accompanying a Mozart symphony, and one could trace a specific pop culture 
of misrepresentation and myth-making back at least as far as the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper and 
Abbey Road albums (ibid, 9).   
Ashby regards popular music of the late 1960s and 1970s as noteworthy because the recording studio 
began to be used creatively to add new aesthetic layers to sound recordings (ibid). Recordings moved 
away from emulating live performance aesthetics, and instead, by means of looping, spatial manipulation 
and sound processing, generated a sound-environment specific to the recording. Ashby now describes 
the musical work ‘in terms of current practice as a real-time and connotative phenomenon that, 
prescribed within limited parameters, manifests itself differently in every case’ (ibid, 11). He considers 
that these disparities of manifestation ‘are what constitute interpretation and performance’ (ibid). 
Because the role of the work is changing towards “manifestations”, in Ashby’s view, the role of notation 
is also changing in correspondence with the circulation of recordings: 
When one is able to hear the same exact performance of a work repeated dozens or hundreds 
of times, the notated musical text inevitably changes for the listener. It is perhaps reduced to 
the importance that a screenplay has for a film by Jacques Tati or Luchino Visconti—a 
jumping-off point, a scaffolding, a heuristic, a pretence, a dimly remembered antecedent (ibid). 
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Consequently, he believes that recordings ‘have played a decisive role’ both in dismantling and 
perpetuating the ideology of absolute music, while recorded objects assume the ‘qualities of perfection, 
ineffability, and permanence once attributed to the musical work itself’ (ibid, 12).  
The experience of music in recordings as “manifestations” articulates the modern experience of 
consuming and integrating music within any or all of life’s activities. Classical music, like all forms of 
music, is primarily being consumed through recorded media, as individual tracks, excerpts and even 
remixes, in isolation from a “complete” version of the musical work.  Where the idealised version of the 
work is located has become less of a concern to music listeners than how they listen: on an iPod, 
streamed on a mobile phone, via YouTube, in a movie theatre or in the concert hall. People can listen 
alone, collectively, in private spaces or public spaces. Music may be the focus of attention, or it may be 
an incidental part of another experience. In this culture, all music is arguably abstract until listeners 
construct meaning from the work, largely based upon the paths that have contextualised the listeners’ 
engagement. This had led to new ideas about what music is and whether or not the work concept can 
still apply.  
The freely configurable and experiential nature of current day musical engagement has, for thinkers like 
Echard, called into question the repeatability of musical recordings. In order to understand the ways 
that contemporary listeners make meaning from music, Echard tries to ‘rethink recordings and their 
relationship to the musical works through a theory of virtuality’ (Echard 2008, 22). By his definition, 
we hear and conceptualise music in ways that could be described as virtual, generating understanding by 
reading musical experience as personas, narratives, spaces, gestures and textures, and this “virtuality” 
flows through both ‘the experience of listening and the ontology of the musical work’ (ibid). Echard 
deems each musical actualisation as ‘entirely particular and unrepeatable’, and any general features of a 
musical work are ‘immanent to these particular events and do not need to be seen as prior to them’ 
(ibid). Consequently, he challenges the ‘idea of sameness’ associated with repeated hearings of a 
recording as he considers that every hearing ‘is a singular event’ (ibid).  
Echard contends that a musical work is made up of ‘genetive elements’ (ibid, 28) whereby scores 
possess one set of elements and recordings possess others, and these form a base ‘from which to project 
an understanding of the work’ (ibid 29). The base is constituted by ‘anything that can serve as a 
mechanism of consistency [bodies, social institutions, memory, etc]’ (ibid). In Echard’s view, because 
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no mode of actualisation, such as a score or a recording, can inherently resemble ‘such a large and 
heterogeneous set of generative elements’ that no single medium ‘can be seen as identical with the work 
itself’ (ibid). Accordingly, he believes that recordings, or indeed a musical score, cannot constitute and 
do not fix or store a musical work; rather, they form only part ‘of a supervenience base for music proper’ 
(ibid, 33). Actualisations provide the trace of music, acting as signposts and bearing witness to music as 
something beyond (ibid, 36). In Echard’s view the fixity we ascribe to recording is an ‘active 
construction’ (ibid, 37) which allows listeners to ‘use recordings as originary points’ for the creation of 
events whereby music can be experienced as notions such as motion, narrative, or an active interaction 
with the environment (ibid 36).  
Echard’s approach is an example of musicology that is engaging with contemporary experiences of 
classical music integrated into everyday activities, through recordings and emerging media. This kind of 
thinking has yet to penetrate mainstream musicology, the focus of which, arguably, lingers on the 
historical at the expense of the contemporary.  
6.4 - High Fidelity,  “High” Art  
If recordings have begun to change the role of the musical work and the function of musical notation, 
why are musicologists and other classical music practitioners sill resistant to the creative palette which 
recording technologies can offer to the genre going forward? In simple terms, the resistance comes from 
the “cultural protectionism” (to borrow Goehr’s term) implicit in the positioning of classical music as a 
“high” cultural tradition. A historically focussed musicology, which either downgrades or overlooks 
contemporary experiences of music, will inevitably reinscribe old ideas of the musical work. And why 
not? After all, these “romantic spectacles” serve to elevate classical music as a valuable embodiment of 
“civilised” culture that should be preserved and protected.  
Ashby argues that there are two basic assumptions relating to classical music and recording: ‘that 
recording by its very nature falsifies the art music experience; and that most popular music bears little or 
no connection with cultures of absolute music, or has even developed social and communal elements as 
de facto antitheses to absolute music’ (Ashby 2010, 8). He considers these assumptions ‘questionable at 
best’, stating that recordings ‘have been habitually downplayed when it comes to instrumental concert 
music’, in part because they have ‘not yet shaken their association with pop commercialism’ (ibid). 
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Ashby thus maintains that recording is ‘especially open to accusations of mass-media commercialism 
because it is based on technology that stretches back only a hundred years rather than the millennia’ that 
underlies book culture (ibid). Therefore, recording has been an acceptable way of circulating classical 
music, but it is still denigrated as an inferior form of musical engagement.   
Classical music was at the forefront of initial promotional campaigns to sell record players95. Classical 
music has also played a significant role in driving, and marketing, advances in recording technologies to 
mass audiences ever since. Morton addresses the relationship between classical music and high fidelity 
recording products in Off the Record: The Technology and Culture of Sound Recording in America 
(1999). He considers that opera and other forms of “highbrow" music provide a common thread 
linking together Thomas Edison's musical tastes, tone test concerts, and the ‘numerous published 
histories and reminiscences of the early years of the phonograph’ (ibid, 312). Morton argues that 
histories of recording are often misleading, because they downplay the ‘overwhelming economic 
importance’ of popular music recordings in the period prior to 1945, in favour of associations with 
classical music (ibid, 315). According to Morton, leaders of the record industry tried to establish 
recording as a ‘positive cultural influence’ by associating the medium with classical music (ibid, 611-
613). They perceived ‘high culture music’ as representing ‘an unassailable social good that record 
companies could hold up to counter accusations that their products undermined good taste’ (ibid). 
Additionally, Morton believes that many record company representatives were ‘high culture aficionados 
who used their positions to further the cause of technological development geared toward "good" music 
listening’ with the hope that the public would respond and purchase classical recordings (ibid, 615-616). 
Similarly, he considers most inventors and engineers who ‘proposed changes to recording technology 
and practice’ did so by associating the potential benefits both in terms of sales, and also ‘in terms of the 
good they would be doing for highbrow music listening’ (ibid, 616-617). Morton also associates the 
enthusiasm driving technical development towards the ideal of high fidelity with the enthusiasm for 
high culture which record companies ‘nurtured quite independently of their commercial aims’ (ibid).   
While popular music record sales vastly outstripped sales of classical music recordings, the classical 
music market was perceived to be consistent across poor economic periods. Morton observes that ‘sales 
of highbrow music’ were the core of the record business during ‘the dark years of the interwar period’ 
(ibid, 614), and he believes this convinced some record company representatives ‘that their only faithful 
customers were buyers of classical music’ (ibid, 327). Consequently, many record companies ‘repeatedly 
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fell back on the consistent buying habits of these “cultured" consumers by introducing technical 
improvements intended to appeal to them’ (ibid, 328).  
Recording technologies were being developed with classical music in mind, and because of this, in 
Morton’s view, the technical development of recording reflected the interests of a (powerful) minority 
of consumers (ibid, 623-624). These technologies and the concepts of fidelity that drove them were 
absorbed into new recording technologies, which are now ‘embedded in more recent inventions used to 
produce popular culture, and seem destined to stay there’ (ibid, 633). Morton asserts that the recording 
culture that developed during this process redefined the aesthetic qualities and concepts of authenticity 
that flow through to science, business, and elite and popular culture (ibid, 636-637).  
At the heart of this discussion is the relationship between commodification, technology and culture. 
New recording technologies were expensive and marketed to those who enjoyed classical music because 
they could afford them, because they were associated with elite culture, and because these associations 
were used to generate ‘aspirations’ which drove the purchase of recording technologies into mainstream 
consumer markets. This formed the backbone of the high fidelity/audiophile movement, which 
continues to the present day. This is not to imply that the relationship between classical music or 
“highbrow” music and recording technologies was entirely congenial; in fact, quite the contrary. Ashby 
advises that while popular music came together with recording ‘in symbiosis’, concert art music met 
technology and ‘threw off sparks’ that left both ‘irrevocably changed’ (2010, 8). This is due to the fact 
that the nature of the classical music work, and its value as a unique and therefore, valuable cultural 
artefact, was called into question once it was able to be reproduced and circulated on-mass. Similar 
arguments were already raging in the early twentieth century, after photography allowed for an image to 
be captured and duplicated, and many of these were explored by Walter Benjamin in The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction96  (1936). Symes characterises these arguments as being a 
‘cultural war’ raging around ‘the legitimacy of mechanised music (2004, 6). He maintains that ‘many 
people questioned the phonograph’s authenticity as a vehicle of music, whose conditions it effectually 
destabilised’, and ‘phonographic music needed regulation lest its influence became unmanageable’ (ibid, 
6-7).  
According to Symes, part of the early fear generated by recordings was not the circulation of art music 
itself, but rather the widespread dissemination of jazz, whose popularity was seen as threatening the 
‘moral force’ of classical music (ibid, 7). Symes contends that classical musicians have ‘used the 
	   151	  
phonograph to consolidate the rift’ that had been building between popular and ‘serious’ music since 
the nineteenth century by ‘drawing attention to the potential of the latter to form a superior and ethical 
self while demonizing the former as ephemeral and morally hazardous, a marginal and threatening other’ 
(ibid). Similarly, Kats also notes discussions comparing jazz and classical music, with the latter 
representing “good music” and being characterised as a means of improving the cultural standing of 
America (2004, 50). Katz notes that because America ‘did not subsidise its citizens’ musical endeavours 
to any great extent… “good music” was beyond the means of many Americans, reducing its potential 
benefit to society’ (ibid). The portability of phonographs and records was promoted as a solution 
because ‘potentially every American could hear the classics’ (ibid, 51). The ability for repeated listening 
was promoted as ‘key to understanding and developing a taste for “good music”’, while simultaneously 
revealing that “lesser” (popular) music ‘palled upon repetition’ (ibid, 53). Symes states that classical 
musicians used these discourses to mobilise support for the phonograph, while they maintained the idea 
that ‘the concert was the ultimate articulation of music and the phonograph should defer to it’ (2004, 
7). The notion that recordings should defer to live performance lingers today, and in some sense, has 
been given “economic imperative” in the last decade, ever since the digital distribution of music began 
challenging traditional recording and distribution-based revenue streams. 
6.5  - It ’s  Alive! . . .  ?   
In relation to Symes’s statement characterising recording as ‘a joint creation between the engineer and 
the listener’ who allows themself to be tricked (2004, 62), (pleasurable) deception is at the heart of the 
listening experience of recorded music, and has been from the outset. Musical performers, conductors 
and composers who have made recordings are all complicit in this process because they have to make 
choices about how a work will be best represented on record. Indeed, it was Thomas Edison, inventor 
of the phonograph, who embedded deception into the dissemination of recording technology. In 
Perfecting Sound Forever: The Story of Recorded Music (2010), Milner recounts the story of operatic 
singer, Anna Case, who was engaged by Edison’s company as a recording artist and performer at “tone 
test” concerts (Milner 2010, 6-7). The purpose of the concerts was to demonstrate the capacity of the 
Diamond Disc Phonograph to ‘“hear” as sensitively as the human ear’ and reproduce a sound 
‘indistinguishable from the original’ (ibid, 5). On stage, a phonograph would play, and performers such 
as Case would sing along to the recording, stop, then join in again, baiting the audience with moving 
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lips and dimmed lights so that they struggled to determine which was the performer’s voice and which 
was the recording (ibid, 6-7). Milner writes that a key tenant of the tests was to create the illusion that 
the phonograph was reproducing the performer’s sound exactly:   
While the phonograph played, the singer would strive to imitate the sonic characteristics of the 
record, such as the “pinched” quality it lent to voices… In practice, the tone tests posited the 
sound of the machine as the baseline, and subsumed the sound of “reality” within it. It took a 
real effort by the performers to maintain the illusion that the machine was dominant (ibid, 7).  
Milner cites Case as saying that in a tone test performance at Carnegie Hall, she needed to stand close 
to the phonograph and sing quietly with a modified vocal quality, otherwise her voice would have 
remained distinct from and dwarfed the sounds produced by the phonograph (ibid). Milner interprets 
the Edison tone tests as a manifesto, stating that ‘recordings would not sound like the world; the world 
would sound like recordings’ (ibid). As a consequence, he believes that all recordings are an attempt to 
reconcile the paradox that a representation of music can be perceived as being ‘as real and authentic as 
the music it represents’ (Milner 2010, 13).  
While not perhaps as explicit as the tone test concerts, classical musicians have allowed their 
performance styles to be mediated by, and modified with, recording technologies. This is partly a 
consequence of the technologies themselves due to their design characteristics and constraints 
exemplified in the following examples. A singer’s voice will be coloured by the microphone which 
records it, and some frequencies may be preferenced above others. Regardless of comfort or 
performance technique, a musical ensemble making an early acoustic recording had no choice but to 
squeeze together and play facing the horn, with louder instruments being positioned further back. An 
LP, CD or cassette has limits on duration which cannot be exceeded. This is also partly a consequence 
of what the technologies made possible: music can be listened to in almost any environment as a public 
or private experience, quite independently of a live performance; musicians have gained access to an 
expanding archive of recordings; performers have been able to record and reflect on their own playing; 
and finally, music practitioners can construct a piece of music by recording, sampling, editing and 
processing, and this may not necessarily include a performance from an acoustic instrument. What has 
remained consistent throughout the last century of classical music recordings is the desire to simulate 
live performance “in the concert hall”. Perhaps because of this consistency, the recorded concert hall, as 
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a joint ongoing creation between the engineer and the music practitioner, has changed notions of 
musical performance and style. Overarching stylistic changes, both for specific instruments and musical 
ensembles, have occurred gradually, but specific playing techniques, such as the use of vibrato in the 
violin, changed rapidly to better represent the instrument on the recorded medium. Thus, the medium 
of recording has had a substantial impact, not only on how and where a work is heard, but also on the 
performance decisions in which they are realised.  
A number of authors, for example Chanan (1995), Ashby (2010), Philip (2004, 2004a), Day (2000) 
and Katz (2002, 2004), have all noted the impact of recording on classical music performance styles. 
Kats argues that recording provided the ‘necessary condition’ to give rise to a “new” violin vibrato 
(2002, 183) which was used ‘more conspicuously and nearly continuously, transforming a special effect 
into an integral element of the violin sound’ (ibid, 174). Day (2000) and Philip (2004a) both analyse 
recordings made during the twentieth century97 and note substantial changes to the way specific musical 
works, and works from different time periods, were interpreted throughout the twentieth century. The 
changes in interpretation are too numerous to list here. However, one example noted by Day is a 
‘bigger, brighter, more penetrating sound and a rhythmically more pungent style’ developing though the 
English choral tradition after the Choir of King’s College, Cambridge, began recording with orchestras 
‘in repertory new to the style’ during the 1950s and 1960s (2002, 170). According to Philip, the most 
‘basic’ trend occurring in Western art music throughout the twentieth century as a consequence of 
recording, was ‘a process of tidying up performance’ (2004, 232). This “tidying” affected musical style 
in specific ways:  
Ensembles became more disciplined; pianists played chords more strictly together, and 
abandoned the old practice of dislocating melody from accompaniment; the interpretation of 
note values became more literal, and the nature of rubato changed, becoming more regular and 
even. Acceleration of tempo was more tightly controlled, and tempo range within a movement 
tended to narrow; the use of portamento became more discrete and more selective; bowing 
styles became more powerful and assertive; vibrato became more prominent and continuous, 
both on strings and on woodwind (and there was a broadly similar trend among singers); 
different schools and national styles became less distinct (ibid). 
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Philip considers that the increasing ‘level of accuracy and clarity’ which developed during the twentieth 
century, was encouraged by the pervasive influence of recording as a means of repeated listening (2004, 
233). Recording also offered performers the ability to examine their own performances in detail, leading 
to an ‘unprecedented level of self-awareness’, which impacted performance style (ibid). Prior to the 
advent of recording, Philip characterises the unrepeatability of performance as a raison d'être, since 
audiences might never hear a work again (ibid, 232-233). Accurate rendering of the text, in Philip’s 
view, was of secondary concern (ibid, 233). Day’s analysis of classical recordings across the twentieth 
century concurs with the changes to performance practice Philip’s lists98. Day describes the search for 
accuracy as an increasing ‘restraint and emotional coolness’ dominating classical music performance 
styles across the twentieth century (2000, 151). In Day’s view, performance styles suitable for an emotive 
concert performance, such as the extension of silences, did not read in the same way when recorded, and 
therefore, recording has required musicians to ‘cultivate a more intimate tone of voice’ because they are 
effectively playing or singing to an audience of one or two listeners (ibid, 158).  
Philip contends that the ‘wide availability of recordings’ has led to ‘a general globalisation of styles, 
standards and expectations’ in classical music (2004, 233). This globilisation is something Philip 
considers a ‘mixed blessing’, driving standards upward to an extraordinary degree, but also putting 
greater pressure on musicians to ‘model themselves on the international standard’ (ibid, 245). The two 
effects of a global standard that concern Philip are the limitation of individual imagination and the 
erosion of local traditions of performance (ibid). He sees differences in the recordings of players and 
orchestras from around the world as slight, producing a ‘constant diet of the almost identical’, which 
risks ‘staleness’ (ibid). Philip hopes that stylistic change present in the twentieth century archive of 
classical music recordings will potentially, be used to liberate performance styles from predictability and 
standardisation (ibid, 252).  
If we accept that recording has contributed to changes in classical music performance style and that 
recording has modified the ways people listen to and engage with music, what has performance become 
in a contemporary context? According to Katz, musical performances and musical works ‘are no longer 
clearly distinct’ because recordings ‘can take on the function and meaning of both’:  
Just as recordings can be heard as spontaneous interpretive acts, their repetition can transform 
them into compositions, works that can be analyzed, historicized, canonized, politicized, and 
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problematized. Nor are production and reproduction so easily separated when sounds can be 
manipulated in real time. With recording, listeners need not simply receive music, for they 
have an unprecedented control over the sounds they hear. While they have always been 
composer-performers—artists who interpret their own works—with recording we can 
conceive of listener-performers and listener-composers. Recording thus not only affects the 
practice of music, it shapes the very way in which we think about music: what it is, can, and 
should be (Katz 2004, 47).  
In popular music, there are few limitations on what constitutes “performance”, beyond the occurrence 
of an event which incorporates music. In Performing Rites (1996), Frith, like Katz, considers even the 
act of listening to popular music recordings as a performance (203-204). Frith reports that he listens to 
records with full knowledge that what he hears ‘is something that never existed, that never could exist, as 
a “performance,”’ happening in space and time, but ‘nevertheless, it is now happening’, and is thus a 
performance which Frith hears as one. He imagines ‘the performers performing even when this just 
means a DJ mixing a track, an engineer pulling knobs’ (1996, 211). The popular music performance is 
possible on recordings, for the same reason that the concert hall performance is possible in classical 
music recordings because we listeners actively construct the sounds as forming a coherent event. 
Consequently, audiences recognise the DJ as a legitimate musical performer, even when the DJ’s art, as a 
re-contextualisation of musical threads taken from the recorded archive, is consumed by means of 
recorded media. The last two decades have proven that the DJ is as commercially and culturally 
influential as any rock or pop star, whose persona, voice and body Frith considers lies at the heart of the 
popular music performance experience (ibid, 212-213). The act of DJing also illustrates Echard’s notion 
that recording as an actualisation of music is an ‘active construction’ (Echard 2008, 37) which allows 
people to use familiar recordings ‘as originary points’ for the creation of new experiential events (ibid, 
36) . This accords with Frith’s idea of listening constituting a popular music performance.  
What constitutes “performance” in classical music is more complicated. There is an apparent division 
between experimental art music performance and performance anchored to the pedagogical traditions of 
classical music and its repertory. On one hand, composers like John Cage pushed the boundaries of the 
musical event to be all-inclusive and focused on experiences of listening with works such as 4'33” 
(1952), which is a scored work of musical rests in three movements for any combination of instruments. 
Listeners sit in a concert hall or other performance environment, and the musicians remain silent for the 
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duration of the work, four minutes and thirty-three seconds. The work provides a framework for 
listening to ambient noise, but also challenges the audience to perceive of all sounds as music when 
these sounds are given a listening structure. Cage, and other experimental art music composers, for 
example Terry Riley, David Tudor and Steve Reich, all worked to expand the barriers of performance 
as a listening experience made up of textures, ambiences, absurdities, repetitions, irregularities and 
extensions of the known into the unknown. John Cage, following on from experiments by Paul 
Hindemith and Ernst Toch, even integrated variable speed phonographs and records into the 
composition and performance of his Imaginary Landscape series of works (1939-1952), decades before 
recordings were used as compositional sources in popular music genres99. On the other hand, the 
majority of classical music performances are reproductions of works from the historical music canon, 
where the performance context is highly regulated, right down to the modes of acceptable listening and 
appropriate behavior when attending a live concert or operatic performance. Embedded in the 
understanding of canonical historical works is a sense of the performance as a living, live event, which 
reproduces and reaffirms the tradition of classical music. Limitations on such aspects as audience 
behaviors and acceptable performance gestures, are a way of fixing the live event into the tradition of 
classical music. They also add an element of ritual and seriousness to the occasion of live performance. 
Frith notes a distinction between the intent of live performance in the popular and classical genres, 
saying that popular musicians are not necessarily ‘seeking to realize the “same music”’ in live 
performance as that found on the recording (Frith 1996, 233). Classical musicians, however, are trying 
to effect identical musics between live performance and recording, in that they have been complicit in 
the reproduction of concert hall aesthetics on recordings since its inception, and audiences have adopted 
these associations. The circulation of the concert hall aesthetic en masse via communications technology 
— recordings, ring tones, movie soundtracks, advertisements and other mediums — has  strengthened 
the resolve of the classical music community to differentiate live performance from recorded and 
technologically mediated consumption.  In order to preserve the value of live performances of classical 
music, classical music practitioners and aficionados often reproduced notions that something essential, 
the aura, as Benjamin’s phrased it, is missing on record, and can only be fully realised in the live 
experience. For example, Philip argues that in recordings, musicians’ sounds ‘have been isolated from 
everything else’, and the sounds that are captured remain ‘limited’ (2004, 231). For Philip, recordings 
generate uncertainty (ibid). This stems from the frequencies that are lost, decisions made about the 
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relative volume and balance of ensembles, and potential differences between performances in live 
environments and recording studios, including the influence of an audience on the character of a 
performance (ibid).  Consequently, Philip interprets recordings as ‘incomplete’, ‘fixed’, and removed 
from ‘the element of risk’:  
‘In the early days musicians still had to play continuously for a few minutes, but they were 
often able to repeat a side again and again, and choose the best take. When tape-recording was 
introduced the best sections could be edited together. In the concert hall there is one chance 
only, nothing can be undone, and musicians and audiences have to take what comes and make 
the best of it’ (ibid). 
Is it the risk-induced adrenalin experienced by the audience and performer that re-inscribes the aura of 
a musical work in live events? Grossberg considers that for rock music, the importance of live 
performance ‘lies precisely in the fact that it is only here that one can see the actual production of the 
sound, and the emotional work carried in the voice…. The demand for live performance has always 
expressed the desire for the visual mark [and proof] of authenticity’ (cited in Auslander 2008, 90). 
Writing about classical music, Godlovitch concurs. He defines performances as ‘occasions of musical 
sound… intentionally brought about by musicians for listeners... conceived formally as instances or 
tokens of certain universals or kinds; namely, musical works’ (Godlovitch 1998, 11). According to 
Godlovitch, the act of performance is created by ‘causing and expressively shaping ordered pitch and 
rhythm sequences’ through distinct skills of musical craft (ibid, 53) which are ‘highly structured’ and 
‘essentially built upon and employing task-related primary manual skills’ (ibid, 5). In Godlovitch’s 
model, an emphasis on ‘primary manual skills’ is what generates pleasure and authenticity for player and 
audience:  
The value in and of performance thus depends not only on the music as made, but on the way 
in which it is made. The requirement and refinement of musical skill is the glue binding 
musicians to performance communities. A strong kinship is established between performance 
practice and the craft tradition in their common emphasis upon skill acquisition and training. 
This concept of performance as craftwork leads to an examination of the professional 
communities and institutions which promote and regulate the music-making enterprise. 
Performance communities share much in common with trade and professional guilds which 
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regulate their membership through traditionally established common standards and highly 
structured hierarchies of accomplishment. Central to the preservation of performance ideals is 
the perfectionism characteristic of the craft tradition generally. Because the performance 
community is highly protective of its norms and goals, it tends to react conservatively to any 
suggestions for change (ibid, 4-5).  
In classical music, the ‘fully skilled performance’ is what institutes value because it is ‘objectively a 
record of greater mastery’ and is therefore a legitimate display of virtuosity (ibid, 58). Godlovitch argues 
that legitimacy is central to the classical music form because if legitimacy did not ‘figure in the value 
vested in performance, the differences in the legitimate and rigged concerts would be irrelevant’ (ibid). 
The goal of classical music performance is thus ‘perfectionism’, and according to Godlovitch, this 
requires that the performance ‘be both flawless and flawlessly given’ (ibid). This aim is rigorously 
policed by the ‘community of musicians’, who ‘establish membership credentials, regulate standards of 
proficiency, and ensure consistency in the recognition of differential merit’ to maintain the craft’s ‘skill-
centred exclusivity’ by ensuring that its exceptional practitioners ‘find and enjoy their properly earned 
and established rank’ (ibid, 61). Most musicians, and performances will, however, fall short of virtuosity 
under this regulation where ‘there is never room at any one period for more than a handful of virtuosi 
who, each generation, define new horizons of skill and thus new objectives for the remaining 
membership’ (ibid, 77). The gladiatorial nature of the classical music community, then, requires live 
performance to regulate the authenticity of the player, but not the aura of the musical work, which 
remains separate and exalted. If the player is able to replicate the aura of a work, then presumably, their 
rank and status is raised, although their success or failure in this regard is ultimately a component of the 
pleasure of live classical music events. The fact that “perfection” on recordings has increasingly helped 
to define what constitutes “perfection” in live performance, is not seen as disrupting the function of live 
classical music as a means of contesting virtuosity. If anything, recordings have helped to entrench ideas 
of virtuosity because listeners can use recordings as a fixed point from which to compare a player’s 
technical skill. In a live performance context, if a player can reproduce, or better the listening experience 
found on a recording, then the listener can verify that the player’s musical craft is indeed authentic, and 
worthy of exultation. 
Frith notes that the rock aesthetic ‘is as much based upon the technology of concert amplification as on 
studio equipment’ and postulates that ‘if, in classical music, the concert and the record are distinctive 
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acoustic events’, the problem ‘is the relationship between them’ (1996, 238-239). However, the problem 
runs deeper than classical music’s interaction with recording to technological innovation more generally, 
and encompasses factors such as electronic instruments and amplification of live performances. 
Recording has probably received the most attention and analysis because it is the technology100 which 
most encroaches on the presentation and reception of classical music. In Godlovitch’s model, virtuosity 
and tradition are displayed and consumed by means of live, manual (specifically human) performances 
of classical music. Technologies disrupt the physicality of the players’ craft, and therefore cannot 
generate value within the classical music tradition. Godlovitch contends that classical music’s resistance 
to ‘electronic encrachment is best understood by recognizing that musical instruments are not mere 
tools for their users’ (1998, 69). Rather, their value extends beyond sound output ‘in isolation’, and is 
generated in combination with ‘mastery and a hierarchy of skilled practitioners’ (ibid). Classical music 
performance communities ‘value their instruments partly because of the handicaps they impose between 
players …[and] such handicaps are deliberately chosen and accepted …[because] instrumental challenges 
ensure that such hierarchies of skill survive’ (ibid).  
6.6 - Death by Virtual Orchestra 
The anxiety over the “craft” tradition of classical music is best articulated by the responses to 
synthesisers, virtual instruments and virtual orchestra technology in the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries. In March 2003, industrial disputes over the use of virtual orchestra technology shut 
down Broadway productions for four days. Several months later, renown opera singers, Marilyn Horne 
and Deborah Voig, quit the board of the Opera Company of Brooklyn, a small company for training 
singers, because the company was going to stage a one-night-only production of Mozart's Magic Flute 
using virtual orchestra accompaniment (McKinley 2004, Pogrebin 2003). One of the outcomes of the 
industrial action was a new agreement specifying the employment of a minimum of 19 to 26 musicians 
for every Broadway production (Ezard 2004). Jeffrey Lazarus, CEO of Realtime, a company which 
makes the virtual orchestra system Sinfonia, said at the time that ‘Musicians see us as Frankenstein’ 
(Variety  2003). Similarly, when composer David Weinstein premiered his musical The Joys of Sex 
(2002, 2004)101 Off Broadway in 2004, he also became embroiled in a dispute with the American 
Federation of Musicians (McKinley 2004). Weinstein had composed the score for two acoustic 
instruments, singers, and the Sinfonia because he felt the Sinfonia was able to create ‘sounds that might 
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be difficult to make with acoustic and even current electronic instruments’ (ibid). David Lennon, 
president of Local 802, the New York branch of the American Federation of Musicians, responded by 
saying that ‘“claiming to have composed for the virtual orchestra is about as valid as claiming to have 
composed for a tape recorder''’ (ibid).  
Many composers have composed for the tape recorder, John Cage and Steve Reich being two 
prominent examples. However, experiments with tape had largely been confined to self-contained 
musical works. Virtual orchestra technology was being applied to pre-existing works and newly 
composed works with the intention of simulating timbres of traditional orchestral instruments. As the 
technology began to assert itself by the capable production of these timbres, musical institutions such as 
the American Federation of Musicians perceived a threat to music craft. Although virtual orchestra 
technology had been used in Broadway performances since the late 1980s, the technology developed 
rapidly in the early to mid 2000s, and consequently, virtual orchestra systems such as Sinfonia and 
Most, were being used more frequently. The intent of these systems was to augment smaller ensembles, 
increasing the overall size of their sound, rather than replacing live instrument ensembles entirely as they 
did not sound convincing in isolation. In live performances, these kinds of proprietary virtual orchestra 
systems are commonly operated by a trained technician, usually a keyboard player, who triggers sounds 
to matches the tempo set by the conductor, players or singers. The accompaniment is then played back 
through a speaker array, laid out to replicate the standard orchestral and ensemble arrangements.  
At the heart of the hysteria over virtual orchestras in the mid 2000s lay the declining value and role of 
the musician, the continuation and preservation of musical craft, and the authenticity of live 
performance. All of these aspects were articulated in a press release from Local 802: 
The VO is essentially a sophisticated synthesizer capable of digitally reproducing an entire 
score. Synths are not new to theatre. Their unfettered use was allowed in Broadway pits 
beginning with the Local 802 contract negotiated in 1987. Over the ensuing years there was a 
rapid expansion of their use… The VO is an effort to leap way beyond the synths currently 
used on Broadway. The goal is not just to supplement certain phrases, or expand instrumental 
parts, but to perform the entire score… Experiences so far show the machine have [sic] been 
fraught with problems, not the least of which is the computer crashing and having to be re-
booted. The bigger issue, however, is the quality of its sound and its very limited ability to 
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react to the subtleties of a live performance…. The descriptions of the VO range from 
"metallic", "flat," "ersatz orchestral sounds," "mechanical," "weak sounding," to "depressingly 
synthesized"… When cost-cutting devices turn the hard work of composers, lyricists, arrangers, 
orchestrators, book writers, directors and choreographers into cheap third-rate flops, all are 
threatened - musicians, actors, stagehands, wardrobe workers - everyone who makes live theatre 
happen… Understandably, Broadway producers are driven by what they have always been driven 
by - the need to make a buck at the end of the week. The efforts of Bianchi, Smith, Sommer 
[heads of the major virtual orchestra companies] and their cohorts to cash in on this conflict is 
beneath contempt (Local 802 2003). 
Godlovitch believes that the synthesiser was ‘conceived as a displacement technology’ (1998, 69), and as 
the statement from Local 802 indicates above, virtual orchestras have been received as a kind of 
‘ultimate’ (Godlovitch 1998, 78) manifestation of the synthesiser’s functionality. Godlovitch describes 
resistance to synthesiser technology as a ‘response to a perceived threat; namely, the debilitating impact 
of technology on human skill’ (ibid, 69). The craft tradition of classical music is threatened because the 
synthesiser facilitates playing ‘to the point where the results are dead easy to achieve... It gives anyone 
with minimal effort and skill the power to create the very results for which the musician has spent years 
in training’ (ibid). Godlovitch percieves that the musician’s skill is cheapened as a consequence, leading 
to a decline in the value society affords musicians: ‘The skilled musician is thus displaced along with the 
displacement of the instrument. This threatens redundancy. We have here a familiar instance of the 
human price of technology’ (ibid). Similar statements were made about the widespread use of drum 
machines in popular music of the 1980s, although in hindsight, they would be difficult to quantify, 
especially as the drum machines helped to establish a new kind of musician, the producer-DJ, in the 
emerging electronica & dance genres. In classical music, however, what is at risk is not simply the 
musician, but the tradition of pedagogy and regulation. Godlovitch considers that resistance to 
synthesisers ‘from those within entrenched acoustic traditions’ is principally derived from their 
‘historical and normative independence’ (ibid, 78). Basically, Godlovitch considers that synthesiser 
technology lacks ‘the right pedigree’ to fit comfortably into classical music environments because its 
players have not ‘emerged and evolved within the continuous traditions of the standard Guilds’, and 
consequently, ‘don’t respect or even address the primary challenges imposed by the Guild’ (ibid). 
Additionally, because synthesisers make it easier to achieve performance outcomes, the classical music 
Guild cannot judge the virtuosity of players because the technology is ‘a new class of instrument’ which 
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potentially defies the usual means of regulating guild entry: ‘if the repertoire cannot exclude the masses, 
then the instrument is used to do so ‘(ibid). 
However, these technologies were not developed without commercial imperatives. Composers and 
musicians of all genres have been readily adopting virtual instrument technologies for use in home 
studios to realise performance independent of an ensemble of players. Godlovitch notes the hunger for 
independence that classical music composers have yearned to achieve, citing Edgard Varèse, who, in a 
lecture in 1939, stated his frustrations:  
We composers are forced to use, in the realization of our works, instruments that have not 
changed for two centuries…. Personally, for my own conceptions, I need an entirely new 
medium of expression: a sound-producing machine (not a sound-reproducing one)…. 
Whatever I write, whatever my message, it will reach the listener unadulterated by 
‘interpretation’. It will work something like this: after a composer has set down his score on 
paper…he will, then, with the collaboration of a sound engineer, transfer the score directly to 
this electric machine. After that, anyone will be able to press a button to release the music 
exactly as the composer wrote it… (cited in Godlovitch 1998, 102) 
What Varèse desired was a way of bringing forth the pure work, from notation to the listener, using a 
method completely predetermined by the composer. For adventurous composers, this technology is 
available today through a combination of notation software, virtual instruments and DAW applications 
run on a computer. Virtual instrument software plugins, for example East West/Quantum Leap’s 
Symphonic Orchestra or the Vienna Symphonic Library (VSL), replicate traditional orchestral sounds 
and can be controlled with sequencing and DAW software either during a composer’s compositional 
process, or afterwards, so that they can hear what the composition will sound like when “played” by an 
ensemble. Major collections like the VSL Super Package were created from thousands of audio samples 
(748,552 specifically in the VSL Super Package102) of individual pitches and articulations recorded 
from human players on real instruments in a highly controlled sonic environment. These samples are 
packaged together in virtual instrument software, which can be triggered by incoming signals in the 
standard MIDI protocol common to most digital music software, equipment and instruments.  With 
many virtual instrument collections, it is possible to manipulate the sound in minute detail, changing 
the length of a sample, the reverberation, or to introduce “human” errors such as timing inconsistencies 
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and pitch sliding as found in the “Human Performance Control” of VSL’s Vienna Instruments PRO 
software. East West/ Quantum Leap software, Hollywood Strings and Hollywood Brass offer samples 
recorded with five different microphone positions, which can be blended together to suit the aesthetic 
taste of the user. Composers scoring for film often mock up soundtracks with virtual instruments, and 
increasingly, similar to live performance virtual orchestra technology, software instruments are either 
being used to supplement recordings produced with a small ensemble of players, or to replace them 
entirely. Quantifying the extent of virtual instrument use in the film industry is difficult because few 
composers or filmmakers want to admit to replacing human orchestral players with virtual instruments. 
Nevertheless, the practice is so commonplace, that virtual instrument companies such as East West 
proudly advertise on their website which composers use their software103. Instructional courses and 
books such as Acoustic and Midi Orchestration for the Contemporary Composer (Pejrolo & DeRosa 
2007) and Computer Orchestration Tips & Tricks (Bennett 2009), guide composers on how to best 
realise convincing orchestral sounds with computer sequencing software.  
Newer experiments in virtual orchestras for live performance have incorporated virtual instrument 
software, software sequencers, laptops, and midi keyboards or control devices. Notation software, 
NOTION3, developed by NOTION Music Inc., offers a live tempo and dynamics manipulation 
feature called NTempo, to allow a user to modify score playback in real time (NOTION Music 
2011b). The company also specialises in developing scores for live performance, as well as a consultation 
service called NOTION Live, which offers “orchestral enhancement” services for Broadway 
productions and international music tours (NOTION Music 2011a). AVID’s notation software 
package, Sibelius, also offers a tempo manipulation “conducting” functionality for live playback, called 
Live Tempo (AVID 2011). The user is able to manipulate the playback tempo by tapping the beat on a 
midi control device (ibid). Seemingly, there is enough interest in real-time tempo manipulation to 
warrant the incorporation of “conducting” functionality into two major notation software platforms. 
Finale, the platform competing with Sibelius for industry dominance, currently does not offer live 
playback tempo manipulation although this is likely to be a feature in future upgrades.  
Other companies have tried to move beyond keyboard/controller based models of virtual orchestra 
playback towards physical conducting of virtual instruments as a solo performance medium. The most 
notable example comes from a company called the Fauxharmonic Orchestra. It has developed a live 
performance play-back system for orchestral scores, triggered by a conductor holding a Nintento Wii 
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remote in place of a baton, along with a Wii Balance Board to register motion changes in the 
conductor’s body (Vienna Symphonic Library 2011). Interaction with these devices permits 
manipulation of the tempo, loudness, balance, timbre, and brightness of score playback in real time. 
Founded by conductor and composer, Paul Henry Smith, the Fauxharmonic Orchestra is currently 
operated largely by Smith himself. However, it is constructed from readily available music technologies, 
including a pair of Apple computers, Apple Logic Pro DAW software, Vienna Symphonic Library’s 
Vienna Instruments VI package, the Nintendo Wii Balance Board and Wii Remote wireless 
controllers, OSCulator shareware software which ‘translates the gestures made with the Wii controllers 
into MIDI and application control data’, and a set of Bang & Olufsen speakers (ibid). The company 
website promotes the Fauxharmonic Orchestra system to composers thus: 
Performers, too, can benefit from live or pre-recorded orchestral accompaniment tailored to 
your playing. We take the best digital, or “virtual” instruments and create the most compelling 
instrumental accompaniment possible. Using our unique wireless conducting system, we can 
accompany you live in the recording studio, or on stage whether you’re performing 
Monteverdi, Brahms, Schoenberg, or a new composition. We can even perform with you live 
in concert, giving you the flexibility to perform concertos and arias in venues that could never 
accommodate a large group of musicians (Fauxharmonic Orchestra 2011). 
While Smith is using his system to accompany live performances, it is clear that he is also interested in 
pushing the boundaries of virtual orchestra performance towards the medium being considered as a 
legitimate solo instrument in live performance. Smith says that his “digital orchestra” technology ‘“gives 
composers a way to get their music heard in live concert settings when acoustic orchestras simply cannot 
afford to do so… This technology is best understood as expanding the rainbow of expression, rather 
than undermining the art of orchestral music” (Vienna Symphonic Library 2011).  
To demonstrate this, he has conducted several notable performances.  In 2008, Smith performed a 
concert alongside the Baltimore Chamber Orchestra. He played Gridley Paige Road (Quayle 2007) 
using his Fauxharmonic Orchestra, and the Baltimore Chamber Orchestra followed with their own 
rendition (Smith 2008). New York Times critic, Steve Smith, reviewed the performance saying:  
‘Mr. Smith’s account had a realistic tone and adequate flavor, though no one would mistake 
the fifelike trill of his virtual concertmaster for the work of a real violinist. The orchestra, 
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conducted by Markand Thakar, had greater warmth and substance, along with tangy nuances 
(and, yes, occasional blemishes) resulting from 21 individuals working together’ (ibid). 
Steve Smith concluded his review by reaffirming that the Fauxharmonic cannot compete with real 
musicians, but he believed the technology showed great potential if it were placed in the hands of a 
‘sophisticated pop musician like Bjork or Kanye West’ (ibid). Undeterred, Paul Henry Smith, in 2009, 
conducted the world’s first live concert of a Beethoven Symphony performed by a digital orchestra, with 
the aim of convincing audiences ‘that a live performance of a digital orchestra can be as expressive and 
moving as a traditional acoustic orchestra’ (ibid). Smith intends to perform all nine Beethoven 
symphonies. 
Despite Steve Smith’s desire to place virtual orchestra technology firmly in the hands of popular 
musicians, these accounts of virtual orchestra technologies reveal a collapsing space between the 
acoustic/live and the digital/virtual/recorded in classical music. They also reveal an amalgamation of 
the roles of composer, sound engineer, conductor and performer. This process began in the mid 1980s, 
and has gained momentum, to the point where the use of virtual orchestra technology is, perhaps 
embarrassingly, a viable and mainstream option for low budget projects. Live sound production can 
readily be incorporated into live musical productions, particularly for genres like opera, where the 
timbral and dramatic priority is the operatic voice.  
If, or presumably, when virtual orchestra technology improves to the point where it is as nuanced as a 
traditional acoustic orchestra, instrumental performance as an “acoustic” musical craft should still be 
able to maintain itself as a niche art form. There have been similar occurrences in other art forms, such 
as the renaissance in manual letterpress printing, handmade paper and bookbinding now comprising the 
book arts movement, which rose to prominence concurrently with the onset of mainstream digital book 
distribution. Conceivably, a fragmentation of classical music into acoustic and digital/digital-acoustic-
hybrid performance styles would only be a continuance of musical and artistic trends already established 
in postmodernism. The acoustic/manual craft of classical music could still generate value by virtue of 
its hand-made, beautiful, imperfect quest for the unattainable composition. Whether or not an 
acoustic/digital distinction is even possible, remains to be seen. Many major performance institutions, 
such as the Metropolitan Opera, the San Francisco Opera and the Houston Grand Opera, already 
employ a variety of “sound enhancement” amplification technologies (Tommasini 2006). While 
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initially met with resistance, these technologies have quickly been accepted by audiences and critics who 
‘have mostly stopped mentioning it’ (ibid). Seemingly, sound enhancement technologies have become 
transparent enough to be acceptable.   
Hypothetical futures aside, traditional classical music institutions are readily adopting communication 
technologies to establish new kinds of schizophonic live performance “concert halls” by recording live 
performances in traditional venues and transmitting the performances live on other mediums. While 
this began with televised and radio broadcasts of opera and classical music concerts, the new emphasis is 
on paid spectatorship of HD (high definition) reproductions. A noteworthy example is Metropolitan 
Opera Live in HD, where a sophisticated television crew film a Metropolitan Opera production and 
broadcast it live, via a satellite feed, to participating movie theatres around the world (Metropolitan 
Opera 2011).  The movie theatres promise high-resolution audio and video playback of the broadcast, 
and live footage is supplemented with pre-recorded “behind-the-scenes” footage to make the 
experience more intimate (ibid). Similarly, the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra began offering paid 
streaming of live concerts from their website http://www.digitalconcerthall.com/ under the tagline 
“Any Place, Any Time” (Battle 2009). According to Olaf Maninger, ‘each performance is captured by 
a complex system of microphones and high-definition, remote-control cameras, which zoom in on 
performers and scan the audience like one of Renoir's opera-box flaneurs’ (ibid). Launched in January, 
2009, 2,500 people tuned in to the first concert and more than 10,000 had registered by March, 2009 
(ibid). Artistic director and chief conductor, Sir Simon Rattle, believed that people were expecting to 
receive art in their houses just ‘“like water”’, and Battle cites Rattle as stating that the aim of the Digital 
Concert Hall ‘was not simply to pioneer a new concert-going experience but also vastly to increase the 
public's access to the orchestra, and to music in general’ (ibid). Although the Berlin Philharmonic 
Orchestra cannot ensure that their online audience is viewing their concerts on playback devices capable 
of HD, high fidelity remains the cornerstone of the concert-hall aesthetic that the Berlin Philharmonic 
Orchestra is trying to achieve with its online streaming.  
It would seem that the logic behind both the Metropolitan Opera’s, and the Berlin Philharmonic 
Orchestra’s, paid live simulcasts is that HD more authentically reproduces the experience of attending 
the concert hall or opera house. HD is presented to the audience as being something additional they can 
gain from the experience, beyond that which is offered through standard broadcast media104, thus 
justifying the ticket price. Correspondingly, capturing a performance for HD streaming means that the 
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concerts can be later sold on traditional recorded media, thus enhancing the revenue stream. Regardless 
of how stylised the live feeds of these performances are, they successfully allow classical music 
institutions to on-sell the experience of risk that attendance at live performances can generate. In 
addition, it is assumed that these live feeds permit participation by classical music aficionados in the 
assessment of a performer’s craft, albeit mediated by the HD close up, the crafted balancing of close and 
ambient microphones, and the equalisation and compression of mixed-down audio signals.  
In Liveness: Performance in a mediatized culture (2008), Auslander argues that the inﬂuence of 
mediatisation on live events has influenced live performances to such an extent that they are ‘now 
literally made for television’:  
In many instances, the incursion of the mediatized into the live has followed a particular 
historical pattern. Initially, the mediatized form is modeled on the live form, but it eventually 
usurps the live form’s position in the cultural economy. The live form then starts to replicate 
the mediatized form. This pattern is apparent in the historical relationship of theatre and 
television… To the extent that live performances now emulate mediatized representations, they 
have become second-hand recreations of themselves as refracted through mediatization. 
(Auslander 2008, 183). 
Auslander, drawing from ideas articulated by Jacques Attali and Walter Benjamin, considers that this 
transformation is possible because audience’s perception and expectations ‘shape and are shaped by 
technological change and the uses of technology inﬂuenced by capital investment’ (Auslander 2008, 
184). This recalls Sir Simon Rattle’s stated reason for the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra establishing a 
digital concert hall: their audience was just expecting to receive performances in their houses ‘“like 
water”’ (Battle 2009). Classical music audiences have become accustomed to performances which have 
been carefully edited, polished, processed and amplified on recordings. We like it that way, and so we 
like it when similar processes are emulated in live performance. Increasingly, classical musical audiences 
are accepting technology into live performances processes, rather than just modifying performance styles 
to better emulate recordings. The distinction between live performance, recordings and other forms of 
mediation has become less important than the choice and availability of the experience. Auslander 
rejects arguments ‘for ontological differences between live and mediatized cultural forms’, and instead 
suggests that liveness is ‘a historically contingent concept continually in a state of redeﬁnition’, and 
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therefore the meanings and uses of live performance need to be assessed within speciﬁc cultural contexts 
(2008, 184). While Auslander is specifically interested in popular music, a similar transformation is 
clearly occurring in classical music, as this chapter demonstrates.  
6.7 - Producing the Composer:  DIY Classical Music 
Storytelling 
Classical music is changing. In 2011, the biggest event in classical music has been the Sydney Opera 
House concert performance by the YouTube Symphony Orchestra. Part reality-program, part online 
meme, and part traditional classical music concert, the event featured 101 players from 33 countries 
(YouTube Symphony Orchestra 2011). Auditions were conducted by means of videos posted on the 
orchestra’s YouTube channel, with final selection for places in the orchestra voted on by YouTube 
viewers (ibid). Members of the orchestra were then flown to Sydney to participate in a week of 
rehearsals prior to the concert (ibid). According to Limelight, the Sydney concert attracted a total of 33 
million viewers, comprised of 11.1 million live streams, an additional 19.1 million streams watched within 
24 hours of the concert, and approximately 2.8 million viewers watched on mobile phones (Lesnie 
2011). This was not only a significant event for classical music, but also one of the most significant 
events of the year across all music genres. The performance broke the record for the most-watched live 
music concert online, formerly held by the rock group U2, and also became the biggest-ever YouTube 
live mobile stream (ibid).  
The YouTube Symphony Orchestra project has been so successful since its launch in December 2008, 
that it has spawned imitation projects, for example, the Virtual Choir, founded by composer, Eric 
Whitacre, in 2010 (Whitacre 2011b), and the Virtual Orchestra Project founded by music and media 
producer, Glen Rhodes (Rhodes 2011). Both projects require musicians to submit a video of themselves 
online, playing their parts to a tempo set by a pre-recorded track. Video submissions are then curated 
and mixed together by the “conductor” before a final version of the performance is released online as a 
video. Unlike the YouTube Symphony Orchestra, the Virtual Choir and the Virtual Orchestra Project 
are essentially independent DIY (Do It Yourself) projects. Neither project has major sponsorship, and 
both are collated by a single individual. The outcomes for Whitacre’s project have been extremely 
successful. By September 14 2011, videos of the project have received 3,704,571 views on YouTube. This 
is impressive because the Virtual Choir performs pieces composed by Whitacre himself, and thus he has 
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managed to achieve a mass international audience for his compositions while most contemporary 
classical composers struggle for traction. Whether the Virtual Orchestra Project will be as successful is 
yet to be seen as the videos from this project are not yet available.  
In reality, Whitacre’s project is not radical: he is using mainstream technologies and locating his 
undertaking within the world’s largest online video platform; the premise was not unique; and the works 
he is presenting on this medium stylistically conform to the classical music a capella choral tradition 
without any confrontation beyond their medium of performance. This medium, nonetheless, is as 
challenging to classical music as Smith’s Fauxharmonic Orchestra. Whitacre has produced conventional 
notation for these pieces, and the piece that began the project was a composition called Sleep (2000), 
which already existed and had been performed prior to the project commencement in 2009. However, 
the virtual choir performance, which featured 2052 singers from 58 countries (Whitacre 2011a), arguably 
articulates the work more expressively and more definitively than its notated version, and will inflect the 
meaning of the work hereafter. Additionally, Whitacre has achieved popular, mainstream circulation 
through a crowd-sourced DIY project: all the singers were volunteers, as was the video editor, Scott 
Haines (ibid). What Smith and Whitacre both achieve through their respective technology driven 
projects, is an independence from the institutional structures of classical music. Neither project is 
attempting to achieve aesthetic independence. Rather, conventional aesthetics anchors these projects to 
the classical genre, perhaps uncomfortably in the case of the Fauxharmonic Orchestra.  
DIY is challenging to classical music precisely because it declares its independence from classical 
music’s regulated “guild” structure and evokes a linage to popular music cultures. When the term DIY 
is applied to music communities or musical products, it commonly references a historical and 
contemporary linkage to popular music subcultural movements seeking to delineate space outside and 
against ‘mainstream’ cultures105. While focusing on the use of DIY culture in 1990s Britain, George 
McKay’s edited volume highlights a trajectory of DIY in music throughout the post-war period, 
including mid-fifties skiffle-jazz, 1970s punk culture, and 1980s acid house parties (also known as free 
parties, and associated with British squat and traveller culture) which leads to the widespread utilisation 
of DIY in a variety of dance music cultural movements during the 1990s (McKay 1998, 1–2). Other 
writing on DIY similarly constructs a lineage of the cultural application of doing-it-yourself to music 
cultures. Enda Murray’s history of Australian DIY focuses on the traditions of mobile dance parties 
known as ‘sound systems’, by drawing an arch between Australian sound system events of the 1990s, 
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Jamaican open-air dancehalls of the 1950s, New York’s ‘block parties’, and ‘rent’ or ‘blues parties’ 
across England in the 1960s and 1970s (Murray 2001, 60–61). The writing of such histories serves to 
fix and legitimise a notion of DIY across vastly different cultural, political and historical landscapes.  
The directive to “do it yourself” and the term “DIY job”, both position DIY as a solution to a 
perceived problem – the collapsed shelf, the missing shed – but it is an unprofessional, an amateur 
solution; a kind of kludge that “you” could implement “yourself”. So the concept of DIY becomes a 
call for action made up of seemingly conflicting or discontiguous adaptations of technology and self-
driven modes/vectors of production. McKay links the ‘Action!’ implicit in DIY movements to 
political-cultural conceptions of non-violent direct action, noting that the two ‘feed each other’ 
(McKay 1998, 4). Graham St John gives emphasis to McKay’s musings on action within DIY 
communities, commenting that they ‘offered a more accurate designation – a “Do it Ourselves” culture 
– a network consisting of micro-communities of dissent and their collective, creative interventions’ (St 
John 2001, 4). Hence, DIY cannot be understood simply as producing or fixing something yourself 
(without “professional” intervention), as many cost-saving home-improvement product lines would 
suggest, rather DIY needs to be understood as a literal and metaphorical opposition through alternative 
modes of creative conduct and production.  
Punk of the mid-1970s, one of the earliest musical movements to actively define and narrate a form of 
DIY politics, simplistically utilised available technologies to challenge political and social changes of 
Thatcherite Britain. Combining this punk aesthetic with an abrasive championing of technological 
acceleration was the science-fiction literary movement, cyberpunk. Cyberpunk literature was drawn into 
a subcultural evolution of punk which, according to Richard Kadrey and Larry McCaffery, 
appropriated ‘punk’s confrontational style, its anarchist energies, its crystal-meth pacings and its central 
motif of the alienated victim defiantly using technology to blow everyone’s fuses’ (Cited in: Tofts & 
McKeich 1998, 15). Cyberpunk emphasises the manipulation and merging of human bodies and culture 
with technology. This is characterised in some sources as a kind of belief system intended to not only 
“blow everyone’s fuses”, but also to sophisticatedly use technical knowledge of emerging computer and 
information systems to ‘fend off the tendencies of traditional institutions to use technology to control 
society’106. Cyberpunk highlighted the self-awareness and subversiveness present in the ethos of DIY as 
it was utilised by local and alternative popular musical movements. To have the knowledge and control 
of technology, and in the case of musicians, to actively control the modes of production and 
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distribution, was to disrupt the power structures that prevent agency and to practise an approximate 
freedom.  
Today, it is very difficult for Western popular musicians to utilise DIY aesthetics as a mode of 
opposition. With the availability of cheap, user-friendly recording technology, almost all contemporary 
popular music emerges from home studios of one kind or another, including music produced by major 
label artists. Music can now be distributed online with great ease and little expense, and as a result, 
sharing a mix via SoundCloud, uploading a home-made music video to YouTube, or submitting your 
EP to iTunes through a distribution service such as TuneCore, has become everyday practice for 
professional and amateur musicians alike. There is no longer any conflict in taking control of the means 
of production. Yesterday’s cyberpunk world, where human bodies and culture are enmeshed with 
technology, is for most of us a reality. Music production and distribution technologies are ubiquitous to 
the craft of contemporary popular musicians.  However, classical music remains an exception, simply 
because so many of its practitioners assert the manual-craft/abstract-work model as a primary means of 
regulation. Consequently, although the vast majority of popular musicians are fluent in the use of music 
technology as it applies to their practice, few classical musicians are. Instead, they separate these roles 
from their practice by assigning control of music technologies to engineers, producers and other 
technicians. The fact that classical music is no longer a purely acoustic or manual craft, is something 
which I, as a contemporary performer and composer, can no longer ignore.  
Historical popular music models of DIY offer contemporary classical music composers and performers 
a means of exploring their craft outside a structure of regulation. This is increasingly important for the 
survival of classical music because the institutions that have maintained and regulated the tradition are 
failing. Kramer has argued that while classical music has experienced ‘a sharp decline in popularity and 
cultural authority’, to the point where a slow disappearance of classical music ‘is no longer unthinkable’, 
culturally, classical music still matters (Kramer 2009, vii). As a classical musician and composer, I agree, 
and stand by the notion that my work, in relationship to the tradition of classical music, matters. What 
that tradition is, however, should not limit what it becomes. In a time of declining audiences, failing 
orchestras, and closing houses, it is necessary to recognise, at both a practical and ontological level, that 
social-cultural modes of engagement have changed, and they have swept classical music craft along with 
them. Therefore, the methods we employ to regulate and define classical music craft should also change. 
Rather than raising the walls and standards of the tradition as a means of protection, I advocate an 
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opening of the tradition to new practices and processes. To Embrace the ubiquity of DIY ethics is an 
easy and obvious way forward.   
Central to this equation are recording and communication technologies. Cyberpunk’s manifesto, which 
advocates the sophisticated use of technical knowledge to fend off the threat implicit in the emergence 
of these same technologies, is relevant here. What is missing from this defensive stance, however, is an 
appreciation of the creative potential of recording and communication technologies. Popular music 
practitioners have understood these technologies as offering limitless storytelling and ambience-building 
potential since the 1960s. Or, to rearticulate Moorefield (2010, 110), production skills have been 
embraced as part of the lingua franca of popular music, and they also need to become part of the lingua 
franca of classical music so that classical music can be in dialogue with contemporary digital ambiences 
and storytelling. Despite sections of the classical music community having remained resistant to, or 
suspicious of, these technologies, recording has given rise to new interactions with music. In doing so, it 
has challenged notions of what a musical work is and where it is located, and has impacted performance 
style. In popular music, these creative self-produced and self-directed explorations are no longer 
considered “amateurish” by default. On the contrary, the aesthetics and outcomes are judged on their 
merits. Self-directed, self-produced classical music recording and technologically integrated 
performance projects can be, and are, equally successful. Creatively, it should not be a risk to leave 
institutional structures behind.  
Not all classical music practitioners have resisted exploring a creative relationship between technology 
and their work. The twentieth century offers many examples, including the composer, Milton Babbitt, 
who found the pretentions of concert hall behaviour regulation unpleasant (Frith 1996, 228) and 
believed electronic music technology would allow him to explore unprecedented rhythmic precision 
unattainable with human players (ibid, 243-244), whose ‘temporal interpretation’ disrupted his 
application of the twelve-tone system (Morris 1997, 85-86). The most prominent advocate of 
recording technologies was the pianist-musicologist, Glenn Gould, who famously declared that 
‘technology had allowed him to “transcend the limitations that performance imposes upon the 
imagination”’ (Katz 2004, 42). Gould was not only an advocate of studio editing techniques, allowing 
him to achieve recorded performances ‘“far superior” to any single, real-time performance’ (ibid), but 
he also prescribed ‘the development of technologies that would give the listener greater editorial 
decision-making power over their listening experience’ (Theberge 1997, 253). Gould had defined 
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himself against his contemporaries such as Artur Schnabel, who ‘oriented himself… to the intention of 
the author’ (Ashby 2010, 91), and whose recordings have been characterised as ‘one painstaking attempt 
at the best real-world approximation of a work’ (ibid, 92). By contrast, Gould prioritised a personal 
approach to his interpretation of works and his own pianistic technique. As a result, Gould was 
‘commonly faulted for emphasizing pianism over service to the composer’ (ibid, 91), which, ironically, 
contributed to the sweeping success of his debut album Bach: The Goldberg Variations (Gould 1956), 
and came to distinguish his music in the subsequent decades. Gould’s legacy is in demonstrating that 
virtuosic musical craft, technological exploration, personal expression and a deep relationship with 
musical philosophy and history are complementary practices.  
6.8 - Conclusions 
In the quotation which opens this chapter, Moorefield declares that increasingly, the ‘producer is the 
artist is the composer is the producer’ (2010, 111). Kats believes that recording has created ‘listener-
performers and listener-composers’ (2004, 47). Frith understands that his listening experience is 
comprised of performances ‘that never existed, that never could exist’ in space and time, but which are 
nevertheless ‘now happening’ as performances, because he imagines, and consequently hears, them as 
such (1996, 211). In this chapter, I would like to propose a creative ethics leading from these ideas: with 
the dissolution of pre-defined artistic roles of performer, composer, conductor, producer and 
audience/listener, with the technological means to construct performances utilising human manual craft 
and/or utilising such recording technologies as virtual instruments, and with readily available means of 
manipulating and distributing composition-performances both in real-time and as recordings, there 
should be no limitations or restrictions imposed on the creative processes of contemporary classical 
composers. It is no longer useful to reproduce nineteenth century ideas of the musical work as the 
primary path of engagement with, and interpretation of, a classical music composition. With 
developments such as the YouTube Symphony Orchestra, the Virtual Choir, the Fauxharmonic 
Orchestra, and even the Berlin Philharmonic’s Virtual Concert Hall, the musical score is having 
increasingly less relevance to our understanding of, and interaction with, a composition because the 
compositional process and the experience of the work is highly mediatised and infinitely more fluid, 
personal, and contextualised. There should be nothing to prevent contemporary classical composers 
from fully embracing recording technologies in every aspect to produce new timbres and textures of 
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engagement crafted from reverbs, processing, editing and remixing, in ways similar to those which have 
allowed popular musicians to reinvigorate their aesthetics and thematic explorations. The stories that we 
tell as composers should not be limited to reproducing the concert hall environment simply because it is 
the location where we have fixed the great works of the musical canon. After all, there is no standard 
concert hall since all physical concert halls have different acoustic emphases, and the concert hall as a 
recorded aesthetic is a construction that adapts with the emergence of new technologies. The 
contemporary landscape of music is vastly more diverse, and these aesthetics, as evocative devices, should 
not be denied to composers who wish to maintain a relationship with the tradition and craft of classical 
music.  
Similarly, these same technologies open classical music to input from new kinds of performers and 
composers. In particular, they give women access to orchestral timbres which can facilitate the 
development of their compositional voice. By employing DIY processes, women can compose, perform 
and distribute their work without needing access to classical music’s formal training and performance 
institutions. While an opening of the tradition seems to run counter to classical music historical ideals, 
access may be the key to its future revival, and surely, this is needed if classical music wishes to be 
inclusive of women in authorial roles. The application of these ideas in The Pomegranate Cycle will be 
discussed in the next chapter.   
I would like to conclude this chapter with a personal account. As a performer, I have been tantalised by 
the opportunity afforded by recording technologies to construct a personal sonic landscape. This has 
caused me to question my own role as a practitioner reconstructing works from the canon without also 
integrating more of my cultural positioning and interpretative feelings of these works through a creative 
exploration of their recorded sounds. Correspondingly, these same technologies have enabled me to 
“test my wings” as a composer, by giving me mechanisms for hearing my ideas constructed with 
orchestral timbres. As a female and a singer, I have struggled to access the traditional structures where I 
might have heard my fledgling compositions performed, and I doubt I would have had the confidence 
to try, had it not been for the private access offered by digital recording software. This process has 
deepened my relationship with my classical music craft and transformed me from a passive to an active 
participant in the tradition going forward. I am no longer interested in pursuing the performance of 
works in relationship to an abstract idea of what these might be. Where I choose to perform historical 
repertoire, I want its sounds to be malleable so that I may construct my own metaphorical remix, 
	   175	  
reflective of the way I have contextualised my understanding of the composition. This perspective is 
mediated by my position within a generation of emerging classical artists who have grown up within a 
digital audio landscape saturated with popular music modes of listening and highly individualised 
popular music performance practices. Unconsciously, this has shaped my desire to configure my own 
musical world, as well as my desire to share this world by means of performance, not just in a concert 
hall, but on Facebook, YouTube, SoundCloud and Twitter, with whoever wishes to listen. I 
understand that I have no definitive abstract version. I occupy no fixed space within my chosen art. My 
performances will be remixed, recontestualised and made personal. And I like it that way.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 In this essay I utilise “classical music” as an inclusive term, incorporating all canon-focused Western art music 
traditions including opera and early music, in much the same way that record stores have an inclusive “classical 
music” section. This chapter could not explore opera exclusively because very little academic analysis has focused 
on the impact and history of recording technologies in regard to opera specifically; rather, the emphasis of the 
current study has been on the impact to the instrumental traditions of absolute music. Similarly, most definitions 
of the “musical work” have emanated from discussions of instrumental music, and therefore it is both useful and 
expedient to consider opera holistically, as a subgenre of classical music, whose philosophies and practices are in 
dialogue with the wider tradition.  	  
86 The influence of the “best seat in the house” rhetoric has been both pervasive and commercially persuasive, as 
evidenced by its use in advertising materials for the sale of home sound systems from the 1920s to the present 
day. See: (Symes 2004, 73). 
 
87 The score as the location of the work in its abstract form, as distinct from the score mediated in performance, 
was discussed in the context of David Levin’s work in Chapter 3. Levin drew a distinction between the “opera 
text”, as in the libretto, the musical score, staged prior to a performance, and the “performance text”, as the 
experience of the opera in performance (Levin 2007, 11). However, Levin’s ideas are specific to the case of staged 
opera productions and do not easily apply to studio recordings of opera or classical music recordings more 
generally. Levin equates DVD & broadcast versions of a performance as being similarly absorptive for the viewer 
as a stage production, and therefore capable of being a “performance text” (Levin 2007, 11). However he does 
not comment on the positioning of sound recordings in relation to the abstract work and the performed work. In 
opera, there is an explicit narrative intended to be staged. Therefore, extending Levin’s logic, a sound recording 
would be defined as an abstract “opera text” because the visual staged content which is intended to contribute to 
meaning has been removed. Where a narrative is less explicit, absent, or not reliant upon additional staging for 
the production of meaning, as is the case with most instrumental art music, Levin’s ideas cannot be applied in a 
useful way, however. 
 
88 Publication of The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works (Goehr 2007) generated considerable discussion 
around when the idea of a musical work emerged. Some authors dispute Goehr’s hypothesis of the musical work 
being a nineteenth century construction. For example, Harry White (1997), argues that the idea of a musical 
work was present in the late baroque period. However, I have chosen to refer only to Goehr’s musicological 
discussion of the work for reasons of expediency. This chapter is not about the musical work as such, but on 
recording technologies and their relationship to classical music composition. Goehr’s book is useful because it has 
channelled discussions of the musical work in classical music, and also because it articulates the inheritance of 	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nineteenth century aesthetics, which have come to impact the way recording technologies were and are utilised in 
the presentation of classical music.  
 
89 See: (Goehr 2007, 21-43). 
 
90 See: (Day 2002, 186).  	  
91 A definition Solis cites from Don Cusic. See (Cusic 2005, 174). 
 
92 Solis’s use of the term “rock” is fairly inclusive. In Solis’s usage, it refers to rock subgenres including rock and 
roll, and metal, but also to other genres such as blues when these genres interact with rock and are incorporated 
into rock permutations. See: (Solis 2010, 298-299).  	  
93 Beyond being able to access or operate a playback device.  	  
94 Ashby is citing Roger Scruton. See: (Scruton 2001, 36).  
 
95 See: (Katz 2004, 49-61) and (Symes 2004, 24-31). Classical musicians like Christine Miller featured 
prominently in tone test concerts used to promote the Edison phonograph from 1915-1925. See: (Milner 2010, 
4-7). According to Symes, operatic tenor Enrico Caruso was commissioned to make a series of recordings, and 
these recordings "perhaps more than any other initiative in the early history of recording improved the cultural 
status of the gramophone" (2004: 25). Caruso and other operatic artists like soprano Geraldine Farrar featured 
prominently in advertisements for the Victor Company who directed much of their advertising “at those social 
class 'movers,' who wanted to make classical music an integral part of their lives on the cheap" (ibid, 27). Victor 
“played on the opportunity" because they viewed classical music as being “one of the important signifiers of 
middle-class status" (ibid).   Caruso was the first recording artist to sell a million records (ibid) and his influence 
was so dominant that Compton Mackenzie described it, saying: "For years in the minds of nearly everybody there 
were records, and there Caruso records” (Ashby 2010, 7). 	  
96 Benjamin observed a marked anxiety between the means of reproduction/access and the creation of a unique or 
individual presence. He argued that new reproducibilities of enshrined artistic forms push their limitations in a 
way that both points towards new expressive uses of technological mediums, and also ‘changes the reaction of the 
masses toward art’ (Benjamin 2005, 115). Benjamin reasoned that the diminishment of unique presence and 
tradition, aura, in mechanically producible and reproducible art forms, coincided with them becoming objects of 
public exhibition and enjoyment (ibid, 110). Benjamin describes aura as a ‘unique phenomenon of a distance 
however close it may be’, saying that it ‘represents nothing but the formulation of the cult value of the work of art 
in categories of space and time perception’ (ibid, 121). For Benjamin, distance opposes closeness, and ‘the 
essentially distant’ object becomes ‘unapproachable’, a quality he considers central to the creation of the ‘cult 
image’ (ibid). Accordingly, distance is integral to the cult-produced aura, and Benjamin characterises this 
relationship: thus ‘true to its nature, it remains ‘distant, however close it may be’. The closeness which one may 
gain from its subject matter does not impair the distance which it retains in its appearance’ (ibid). I will not write 
extensively about Benjamin in this chapter because his notion of aura is widely known, generally understood, and 
liberally discussed across many kinds of artistic practice. Additionally, Benjamin has been utilised by other 
authors in their discussion of classical music and recording technologies. Some examples include: (Ashby 2010), 
(Doğantan-Dack 2008) and (Chanan 1995). Notably, Benjamin’s ideas of the cult-produced aura correspond to 
Godlovitch’s notion of guild regulated craft practice of classical music. Godlovitch will be discussed later in this 
chapter. 
 
97 Philip’s analysis ends at 1950 whereas Day’s covers the entirety of the twentieth century.  	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98 See (Day 2002, 142-198).  
 
99 Hindemith and Toch composed a short collection of work on gramophone machines for the Neue Musik 
festival of contemporary music held in Berlin in 1930 (Holmes 2008, 43). Hindemith named his two works 
Trickaufnahmen (1930), ‘trick recordings’, while Toch titled his three pieces Gesprochene Musik (1930), 
‘spoken music’ (ibid, 44). According to Holmes, the works experimented with variable speed playback to 
generate pitch shifting and rhythmic effects (ibid).  	  
100 Though written in the singular, technology here is meant to encompass the many recording technologies that 
have developed over the last century. The singular refers to function only.  	  
101 The work was originally performed at the 2002 New York International Fringe Festival and was scored for 
three acoustic instruments and vocalists, but Weinstein modified the score to incorporate the Sinfonia and 
removed one of the acoustic instruments for the 2004 season at the Variety Arts Theatre in New York. See: 
(McKinley 2004).  	  
102 For more information see the description of the Vienna Super Package on their website: 
http://www.vsl.co.at/en/211/442/1797/1883/1881/305.htm  
 
103 At the time of writing, East West has a “Featured Composers” box on the front page of their website, 
http://www.soundsonline.com/ which includes testimonials about their products by composers Thomas 
Newman, James Newton Howard, David Newman John Powell, J.J. Abrams, Brian Tyler, Steve Jablonsky, Chris 
Beck, Joel Goldsmith, Jeff Beal, Paul Wickens, René Dupéré, David Kahne, Herbie Hancock, Salo Loyo, Teddy 
Riley, Rod Abernethy and Danny Elfmanm (East West 2011).  
 
104 The Metropolitan Opera broadcasts most of the Live in HD performances on traditional media as well, but 
nonetheless, has found a mass audience for its HD cinema screenings (Metropolitan Opera 2011).   
 
105 For more information about subcultural definition and the construction of “mainstream”, see Sarah 
Thornton, “Exploring the Meaning of the Mainstream (or Why Sharon and Tracy Dance around Their 
Handbags)”, in Club Cultures: Music, Media and Subcultural Capital (Thornton 1995). 
 
106 This idea was promoted on a cyberpunk website being hosted in China: 
http://iroi.seu.edu.cn/books/ee_dic/whatis/cyberpun.htm. Accessed 21 May 2004. The site has subsequently 
been removed but the definition was reproduced from a Whatis.com definition located: 
http://searchwebservices.techtarget.com/sDefinition/0,,sid26_gci211882,00.html. Accessed 2 April 2005. 
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Chapter 7 - Crafting Persephone: Technology-Centred 
Methodologies for Composition and Performance in The 
Pomegranate Cycle 
7.1  -  Introduction 
This chapter shows how I have applied the recommendations of Chapter 6 in my practice by 
contextualising the steps that were taken to compose, record and produce The Pomegranate Cycle. In 
providing a model of my practice, my goal is to make the process of composing opera more transparent, 
and therefore more accessible for fledgling female composers. The Pomegranate Cycle has two different 
modes of output, a recorded and a live performance version of the work. Traditional opera relies upon a 
notated score to define the parameters of the work, and the score is the focus when realising an opera on 
recordings or through live performance. The Pomegranate Cycle was composed through the process of 
recording, the crafting of which, also established the framework for the live performance version. Given 
that recording processes were integral to the creation of The Pomegranate Cycle, I have not produced a 
notated score because the language of notation is inadequate to describe the use of editing, layering, and 
processing integral to the work’s sound world.  
My technology-centred approach to composition and performance emerged out of a desire to change 
the operatic tradition in my own music practice, effectively making change by Doing-It-Myself. 
Consequently, I borrowed a DIY-orientated model of creative practice employed in various popular 
music traditions in order to become the producer, the composer and the artist simultaneously. This 
model has proved successful, and I have been able to realise the composition and performance of an 
opera as a solo practitioner working outside conventional classical music structures.   
7.2 - Backgrounds 
As Discussed in Chapter 6, technology-enabled DIY is now ubiquitous with all models of popular 
music practice, but classical musicians have been more reluctant to apply these models to their practice. 
This is partly a consequence of classical music’s emphasis on manual human craft, partly a result of its 
fixation on maintaining a canon comprised almost exclusively of historical works, and partly due to the 
	   179	  
nature of DIY processes themselves. DIY asserts that things can be made independently of, or in 
opposition to, tradition. The results may include rough edges, and the process of creation may be 
inscribed on the end product. Classical music’s conventional focus on virtuosity and transcendence is in 
natural opposition to DIY aesthetics. Rather than drawing upon recording technologies to add creative 
layers and new colours to the genre, classical artists and institutions used recording technologies largely 
to further the quest for virtuosity. Technical perfection as a desirable attribute was heightened as a 
consequence of recording technologies in the twentieth century. However, DIY processes need not 
challenge a classical artist’s search for virtuosity, unless the artist wishes to. Recording technologies have 
advanced to such a degree that truly fine sonic results are possible, even within self-directed projects. 
What they offer, is the opportunity to explore additional roles of practice.  
In order to understand my approach to music practice, it is necessary to understand my background. I 
received no genuine music training or instrumental instruction during my primary or high school 
education. I went to university to study filmmaking and became interested in sound recording. At the 
same time, I enrolled in music subjects to augment my timetable. Ultimately, the focus of my studies 
switched to music technology. Not only did I graduate with a degree in music, but shortly thereafter, I 
began lecturing in that same music department. I have subsequently studied opera at the Sydney 
Conservatorium of Music and have performed around Australia and internationally as both an opera 
singer and electronic music artist. I have never studied composition formally, and other than voice, I do 
not play an acoustic instrument to any great standard. (My secondary instrument is a laptop, and I 
dabble at keyboard and harp). During my training as an opera singer, I encountered difficulties with 
colleagues because I did not possess the right “pedigree”. However, by continuing to practise and to 
prove myself in performance, these difficulties have largely been overcome.  
Given my background, gaining access to the role of “composer” within the classical tradition has been 
extremely difficult. Development as a classical composer requires that you have access to resources such 
as ensembles to test and realise your works. However, the solution is not simply to study composition. 
Classical music institutions are extremely restrictive in whom they accept, and private music study is 
expensive. In Australia in 2001, 83% of professional composers were male, and because of this, the role 
of composer is generally less welcoming for women: there are fewer professional role models and 
teachers (Cultural Ministers Council Statistics Working Group 2007, 6). Women who compose 
within the tradition are noticeable, unfortunately, because they are women. This is due not only to their 
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contemporary absence from the profession, but also to an almost total absence of women in the 
Classical music repertory. These ideas are discussed further in Chapter 8. However, given my training as 
a sound engineer/music producer, I have been able to develop a practice of composition, using a 
combination of conventional scoring software such as Sibelius, a DAW, and a collection of virtual 
instruments. Similar to my process of becoming an opera singer, I am proving myself as a composer 
through practice, albeit by using a less conventional approach.  
7.3  – Music Communities & DIY-Enabled Practices in The 
Pomegranate Cycle  
The Pomegranate Cycle was realised in a series of distinct stages, which are broken down in Figure 4. 
Figure 4 includes a brief description of the processes involved in realising each stage of the work, along 
with a list of the resources used to achieve these outcomes. While the resources required are quite 
extensive, I had access to most of them either because I had already acquired them as part of my home 
recording studio, or where lacking, I was able to borrow, hire, or purchase them at a reasonably low 
cost. Essential to any DIY project is “making do with what you have” and leveraging contacts to fulfil 
labour, skills or equipment shortfalls. This requires being clear and communicative to volunteers who 
are supplying labour or resources for the project, and where possible, being flexible with deadlines.  
The overall design of The Pomegranate Cycle is premised on economy. There is one singer, who 
embodies all of the opera’s different characters and is accompanied by a laptop. As a recording project, 
this minimised the need for sourcing, rehearsing, coordinating and recording other musicians, which 
reduced the complexity and expense of the process enormously. I utilised free or cheap spaces for the 
recording, the university recording studio for initial recordings, and then my own home studio and a 
local church with a good reverberant acoustic suitable for classical voice. I wanted to record the operatic 
arias in surround sound, within an acoustic environment that would best represent the harmonic 
overtones in the voice. This was important because I am using the colours of the operatic voice as a 
marker of the operatic tradition in the work. By conducting all of the recordings myself, the only 
expense was the church hire, at fifteen dollars per hour.  
 Adopting a DIY model for The Pomegranate Cycle required that I include some traditional elements 
of operatic staging and discard or minimise others. Notably, there was no real set for the Pomegranate 
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performances, only a circular sculpture symbolising a pomegranate on stage (see: Appendix 2, Images 1 
& 2). However, this was overcome by setting the show to a backdrop of video projections (see: 
Appendix 2, Images 10 & 13). Videographer, Ravi Glasser-Vora, shot and edited together seventy 
minutes of footage to accompany the performance. This was loosely divided into “scenes” mapped onto 
the individual songs, but also contained interrelated thematic content. The scenes did not match the 
locations where the action of the performance was occurring, but instead, they were used to add a 
metaphorical and political layer to the work, underscoring themes present in the libretto text 107 . 
Similarly, access to a traditional orchestra was not feasible. Thus, the utilisation of virtual orchestral 
instruments on a laptop necessarily directed my approach to composition (see discussion 7.4 below). 
Aspects of the tradition that I wanted to reference were the relationship between opera and dance, and 
the convention of opera being a fully-staged sequential narrative. I approached opera director, Narelle 
Yeo, and she agreed to set the work as a volunteer. Together, we held auditions for a volunteer dancer, 
and Liz Evans joined the show as the second principal artist. A sufficient number of dancers auditioned, 
which might have allowed for more performers being incorporated into the staging. However, transport 
and accommodation costs for a larger ensemble would not have been feasible. We made do and the 
work received two production runs during 2010, firstly at The Brisbane Festival as part of Under the 
Radar, and secondly at Sydney’s Imagine Festival.  
Figure 4:  A Breakdown of  the Stages ,  Processes  & Resources  Used in The Pomegranate  Cycle  
Key:  #=Self-directed DIY, @=Assisted by other people, %=University or other institutional support  
STAGE PROCESS RESOURCES USED 
Initial investigation 
& research 
• Brainstorming initial ideas # 
• Researching topic # 
• Writing proposals for project # @ 
• Creating a structure for the libretto  # 
• University library  
• Internet access 
• Word processing software 
Writing the libretto  • Writing, editing and rewriting # • Word processing software 
Experimenting with 
instrumental and 
vocal ideas to 
develop a 
framework for the 
composition 
• Improvising musical ideas using voice and piano # 
• Recording improvisations into computer-based 
notation software # 
• Voice  
• Piano 
• Hand-held recorder 
• Midi-keyboard connected to a laptop 




vocal lines using 
• Fleshing out ideas using virtual instrument software to 
realise instrument timbres # 
• Working ideas into complete instrumental parts, taking 
• Computer  
• Audio/MIDI interface 
• Microphone 
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virtual orchestra 
software 
into account the timbres available in the virtual 
instrument software, including areas of strength and 
weakness # 
• Transferring notation as MIDI files into DAW 
software # 
• Programming changes of articulation to reflect different 
instrumental playing techniques # 
• Programming MIDI velocities to trigger samples of 
appropriate volume in virtual instruments # 
• Singing and recording sketches of vocals to test their 
relationship with instrumental timbres # 
• Reworking in response to feedback # @ % 
• Virtual instrument software  
• Notation Software 
• DAW  
• Headphones/Speakers 
Recording • Finding appropriate locations to record vocals: 
university recording studio, home studio, and a local 
church # %  
• Treating the acoustics of the recording location to 
produce better sonic results: putting up quilts, 
mattresses and acoustic foam to lessen reflections 
entering the microphone from parts of the space likely 
to introduce undesirable reflections, distortions or noise 
# 
• Self-recording operatic vocals into a laptop computer, 
using a variety of microphones in a surround-sound 
array to capture natural reverberation from the 
recording space #  
• Self-recording spoken-word vocals into a home 
recording computer using a basic condenser 
microphone # 
• Recording found sounds at various locations using a 
handheld digital recorder # 
 
NB. All vocals included on the final recording were 
recorded at a local church, with the exception of 
spoken-word vocals, which were recorded at home.  
• Various recording spaces accessed 
either for free or at low cost. (Church 
rental at $15 per hour). 
• Absorbent material such as mattresses, 
quilts and acoustic foam. 
• Various microphones, most from my 
personal collection, but also borrowed 
from the university or hired at low 
cost. 
• Microphone stands 
• Laptop  
• DAW software 




• Hand-held digital audio recorder 
Mixing • Setting up a MIDI-Over-Lan network to stream 
virtual instrument playback between multiple computers 
# 
• Bouncing down finalised orchestral MIDI parts to 
audio. (Necessary for reducing the processing strain on 
my main computer) # 
• Editing vocal parts # 
• Integrating & editing concrete sound components # 
• Applying processing & effects # 
• Mixing relative volume levels & spatial positioning of 
tracks # 
• Reworking in response to feedback # @ % 
• MIDIoverLAN software 
• Two computers 
• DAW software 
• Virtual instrument software 
• Effects and processing plugins 
• Headphones/Speakers 
Mastering • Adjusting the colours/textures, volume and positioning 
of final stereo tracks in relation to each other # 
• Computer 
• DAW software 
• Processing plugins 
	   183	  
• Reworking in response to feedback # @ % • Headphones/Speakers 
Staging the work as 
a live performance 
in Brisbane & 
Sydney 
• Applying for performance opportunities at festivals # 
Venues were provided but other resources required:  
• Obtaining suitable cast & crew (found through 
networking and advertising) #@ 
• Obtaining insurance & clearances for the show # 
• Designing, funding & coordinating advertising # 
• Acquiring costumes, props & makeup #@ 
Other considerations included: 
• Managing rehearsal periods #@ 
• Assigning workloads to volunteers # 
• Obtaining funding for expenses # 
• Shooting and editing images and video for use in 
the performance @# 
• Booking and managing accommodation, flights 
and other transport # 
• Documenting performances for later use #@ 
 
• Laptop  
• Internet access 
• Volunteer Personnel  
• Wordprocessing software 
• Website infrastructure 
• Photo editing/design software 
• Video editing software 
• DAW software 
• Virtual instrument software 
• Effects and processing plugins 
• Headphones/Speakers 
• Audio interface 
• Microphones 
• Video cameras 
• Photography cameras 
• Cables 
• PA & Mixer 
• Data projector & screen 
• Costumes & makeup 
• Props and basic set pieces 
• Programs 









• Reworking in response to feedback # @% 
• Accessing venues/performance opportunities #@% 
• Adjusting performance to suit venue facilities # 
• Coordinating costumes, props & makeup # 
• Booking & managing accommodation, flights and other 
transport # 
• Coordinating advertising & promotions with event 
organisers #@% 
• Documenting performances for later use #@ 
• Laptop  
• Internet access 
• Volunteer Personnel  
• Wordprocessing software 
• Photo editing/design software 
• Video editing software 
• Website infrastructure 
• DAW software 
• Virtual instrument software 
• Effects and processing plugins 
• Headphones/Speakers 
• Audio interface 
• Microphones 
• Video/photography camera 
• Cables 
• PA & Mixer 
• Data projector & screen 
• Costumes, makeup & props  
Promoting and • Interacting on social networks such as Facebook, • Computer 
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discussing the work 
online 
Twitter, Soundcloud & YouTube for promotion & 
content sharing #@ 
• Capturing and editing video & audio for online sharing 
# 
• Updating website & blog # 
• Internet access 
• Website infrastructure 
• Photo editing/design software 
• Video editing software 
• DAW software 
• Processing plugins 
• Headphones/Speakers 
• Audio interface 
 
 
As the above table establishes, realising an opera of seventy minutes’ duration as a solo project is 
extremely demanding. Each stage of the work is comprised of multiple tasks and processes. By taking on 
multiple creative roles, I also increased my workload dramatically and assumed almost total 
responsibility for the work’s success or failure. Having the structure of a PhD around me, made the 
work possible. University processes and deadlines are motivating, and these helped keep the project to a 
timeline. The postgraduate research process requires attentiveness to the philosophies and practices of 
the traditions that the project is situated within, which helped to define the project goals and outcomes. 
Most importantly, my principal supervisor challenged me at crucial times to think laterally around 
problem areas. This has helped me to cultivate a mature level of practice, which will also direct future 
creative works outside the university environment.  
The Pomegranate Cycle was an independently driven and realised project, despite its location within the 
scope of postgraduate study. As an external postgraduate student living in a different city, located in a 
different state from my host university, my independence was especially acute. I had no colleagues 
working around me to negotiate problems with or to lend encouragement to the process. Yet I did have 
access to a community of artists that I have known through my practice as an opera singer and 
electronic music performer. In particular, the experimental music and performance communities have 
been extremely welcoming, giving exposure to my work and providing opportunities for me to present 
performances of The Pomegranate Cycle. Ultimately, it comes down to access. While the Australian 
electronic music and experimental communities are certainly male-centric, they are welcoming to female 
artists. In these communities, there are many female role models, who have established themselves 
through practice, and who have subsequently gone on to teach at universities, host events, run labels or 
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form women’s artist collectives. Some examples include Dr Ros Bandt (sound artist, composer, 
academic researcher and director of The Australian Sound Design Project), Melinda Taylor 
(International DJ, electronic producer and co-founder of the indie-label Couchblip!), and Dr Donna 
Hewitt (composer, singer, experimental performer, academic and member of the collective LADY 
Electroncia). It is usual to attend a gig in the experimental electronic music community and find at least 
one woman performing her compositions. While gender ratios are uneven, the spirit is far friendlier 
towards female composers than has been my experience within the classical music community. Having 
the support of these communities, who admittedly find my work somewhat irregular, has meant that I 
have been provided with the spaces, networks and resources to extend my compositional practice. They 
offered me a way into composition that I had not found elsewhere.   
The experimental electronic music community is also extremely welcoming of new approaches to music 
practice. Experimental music, by definition, encourages an “anything goes” attitude to musical style, 
performance techniques, and genre, thereby encouraging artists to form their own unique perspectives 
on composition. As a consequence, everyone takes a DIY approach in these communities. There may 
be exemplary practitioners, but there is not a tradition which artists are regulated against, and so the 
community progresses in a circular fashion: they hear each other’s work, they experiment and compose, 
they perform and they move on again. Some sections of the experimental community are dedicated to 
acoustic music performance, but technology forms the backbone of many approaches to experimental 
music. From circuit-bent toys, to self-programmed plug-ins, to hand-built synthesisers or acoustic 
sounds processed on laptops, many experimental music practitioners explore technology as an everyday 
part of their craft.  
7.4 – Symphonic Simulation  
The foundation of my compositional practice has been the use of virtual instrument software, 
particularly the East West/Quantum Leap Symphonic Orchestra and VSL’s Vienna Instruments 
orchestral plug-in. I have used these plug-ins to access orchestral timbres that I could not realise in any 
other way, particularly operating as an independent artist. However, my use of virtual instruments is not 
intended to substitute for orchestral players, and I use them as instruments in and of themselves. My 
intention is to reference traditional orchestral timbres as a marker of the classical tradition. These 
instruments simulate orchestral aesthetics, signposting them, but ultimately standing on their own as 
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something that both sounds and functions differently. Baudrillard believes that abstraction today is ‘no 
longer that of the map, the double, the mirror of the concept’, and that ‘simulation is no longer that of a 
territory, a referential being or substance’ (1994, 1). Rather, ‘it is the generation by models of a real 
without origin or reality: a hyperreal’, where ‘the territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it 
survive it’ (ibid). Classical music is the terrain, and virtual orchestras, as simulations of acoustic 
orchestras, generate new hyperreal sonic potentialities. This opens composition to possibilities formally 
unachievable with human players. As discussed in Chapter 6, Milton Babbitt and Glenn Gould utilised 
a hyperreal approach to music technologies to realise aspects of compositions not available to them by 
means of human acoustic performance. Similarly, when compositing The Pomegranate Cycle, I looked 
at the available timbres that these instruments were capable of producing and composed the 
instrumental parts to maximise the aspects of these timbres which sounded most pleasing. Frequently, 
particularly with the string instruments, I employed the most extreme pitch ranges, or layered multiple 
independent solo lines for the same instrument, as opposed to separating out harmonic textures for 
different instruments in the same family. In the case of the piano, I constructed chords which extend 
beyond a human hand span. An example incorporating all of these possibilities is the piece, “Seeds of 
Accusation” (see: Audio CD, Track 14). Employing these techniques was a conscious compositional 
choice based upon the sonic colours and layers I wished to achieve. In this context, unconventional and 
extreme approaches to instrumentation expressed Persephone’s immortal defiance of human 
judgements. They were not blunders, as a traditional composer might assume.  
Adopting virtual instruments as my “orchestra” has allowed me to compose for non-standard ensemble 
configurations. In “Narcissus Bloom & the Rape of the Pomegranate” (see: Audio CD, Track 5), I 
have included instrumentation for most of the symphonic instruments and piano, but other pieces such 
as “Portent (I)” and  “Land of Hades” also include instrumentation for pipe organ, glass harmonica, 
verrophone, bass waterphone, tam tam and bowed crotales (see: Audio CD, Track 2 & 9). Yet other 
pieces include prepared piano (“Burning”, [Audio CD, Track 10]), lithophone (“Seeds of 
Accusation”), and instrumental sounds produced by layering together the samples from two or more 
acoustic instruments (“Punishment” [Audio CD, Track 13]). These additional instrumental timbres 
add depth and dimension to the sound world, but would almost certainly not be available in an acoustic 
performance situation: pipe organs are not conventionally found in an opera house, and rare instruments 
like glass harmonicas and lithophones (effectively) never are. In embracing laptop-based virtual 
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orchestras as my performance instrument, I also freed myself from conventional instrument 
configurations. 
Baudrillard states that to dissimulate is ‘to pretend not to have what one has’ while to simulate ‘is to 
feign what one doesn’t have’, and so ‘one implies a presence, the other an absence’ (ibid, 3). However, 
he considers that simulation is ‘more complicated’ because ‘simulating is not pretending: “Whoever 
fakes an illness can simply stay in bed and make everyone believe he is ill. Whoever simulates an illness 
produces in himself some of the symptoms”’ (ibid). Consequently, while ‘pretending, or dissimulating 
leaves the principal of reality intact’, simulation ‘threatens the difference between the “true” and the 
“false”, the “real” and the “imaginary” (ibid). This is precisely where the conflict between classical 
music and virtual orchestral technologies originates. For many contemporary composers or listeners, 
virtual orchestral technologies produce enough of the timbres of a traditional orchestra to threaten the 
distinction between human acoustic generation and computer generation. Therefore, the foundations of 
classical music as the pinnacle of human manual craft are jeopardised. This is especially so when the 
virtual instruments’ timbres are specifically composed for. By not trying to “fake”, or “pretend” that the 
instrumentation in The Pomegranate Cycle was composed for an acoustic orchestra, I open up a 
dialogue with the tradition around the future of the craft.  
7.5  – Denying the Concert Hall Aesthetic 
Replicating the concert hall environment on recording seemed futile, given that my use of virtual 
orchestral instruments had already broken away from associating orchestral sounds with human manual 
craft. Consequently, The Pomegranate Cycle constructs a variable sonic reality in the same way that 
popular music recordings do. Sounds are layered and audibly processed, and instruments’ positions 
within the stereo fields move around to create tension and interest. An example of both sonic 
processing and variable stereo location is the treatment of the piano line in the introduction to 
“Narcissus Bloom and the Rape of the Pomegranate” (see: Audio CD, Track 5). In this song, a basic 
piano motif comprised of three notes is reversed, stretched, equalised, has reverb effects applied to it, 
and is alternately panned hard left and hard right in the stereo field. The Pomegranate Cycle thus 
demonstrates a contemporary and free approach to mixing, as proposed in the conclusion to Chapter 6. 
This variable sonic reality is useful to the construction of the opera’s various landscapes. In the opera, 
the Woman moves between the human world and the underworld, from external experiences to internal 
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experiences. The audience is similarly moved through these spaces whilst also being engaged directly 
through the opera’s narration. Having the opera’s sonic realities shift location, has facilitated the 
audience’s movement through the narrative in an economical way. This means that, as a recording, the 
locations of the work carry through without the opera’s visual performance components, and as a staged 
work, the absence of a realistic set is not marked, given that the sound world itself is hyperreal.  
Denying the location of the concert hall within the work’s mix aesthetics, serves several purposes: it 
assists DIY aesthetics to translate without the sounds of virtual instruments being continuously 
compared to their acoustic counterparts, which occupy the concert hall location almost exclusively on 
classical music recordings; it also contemporises the aesthetics of the music by locating the work closer 
to the aesthetics of popular music; and in doing this, it allows the work to circulate inside popular and 
experimental music communities. As discussed in Chapter 4.7, there are a growing number of artists 
adopting a contemporary approach to recording, located either within postclassical or ambient 
electronic music genres and The Pomegranate Cycle should be understood within the context of these 
musics. 
7.6 – Initial Reception  
The work has been well received in the experimental music community, with multiple small 
performances at festivals during 2010 and 2011. I have also been working as a support act to rock bands, 
singing songs from the opera in pubs and at roller derby events. The Pomegranate Cycle’s hybridised 
musical aesthetics, enabled by a DIY approach to composition, has allowed the work a wide circulation 
within popular music performance spaces. Audiences have been extremely receptive, initially becoming 
silent, and watching as my operatic voice invades Saturday night drinks, then cheering along vigorously. 
However, because a full-length recording of the work has yet to be released commercially, it is difficult 
to gauge how my approach will be received within the classical music community itself. Longer-term 
goals for this project are to circulate recordings to classical music audiences via radio, receive reviews in 
classical music media, and if achievable, effect distribution from a known classical music label. 
Additionally, I also hope to approach traditional operatic institutions to discover if there is interest in 
staging the work. Whether The Pomegranate Cycle will resonate directly within the tradition remains 
to be seen. 
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7.7 – Conclusion  
This chapter provides a brief contextualisation of the DIY model of composition and production 
methods used to realise The Pomegranate Cycle as a recorded and staged work. A central motivation of 
this project has been to develop a practice whereby a new model of opera can be proposed and tested. 
Working independently as a composer (and librettist) has allowed me to confront sexist conventions 
within operatic narrative and also the absence of women from the classical modes of composition. DIY 
has given me a way of accessing a process of change led by practice. This approach has been extremely 
rewarding as it forced me to attempt multiple roles simultaneously, most notably, that of composer, 
performer, producer, marketer, designer, video editor, copywriter, makeup artist, and costumer. I 
fulfilled some of these roles well, and others less so. I am not, for example, a particularly fine PR 
representative, but I do design attractive advertising layouts. In taking on such a mammoth project, I 
was able to learn vital skills and confront my limitations. My compositions improved in scope and 
complexity as the project developed, as did my ability to recognise my compositional shortcomings. 
Consequently, I was able to rework early pieces to a higher standard. Developing as a composer is an 
ongoing process, and in realising The Pomegranate Cycle, I have established a viable mode of practice 
that can drive my efforts forward.  
Based on these experiences, I conclude that exploring classical music composition with the assistance of 
music technologies is an effective vehicle for women to test and occupy the role of composer. If more 
women are able to access compositional roles, there is the potential to effect change by sheer numbers. 
One of the recommendations of this project is that methods to engage more women in DIY enabled 
composition require further investigation. The location of female composers in contemporary contexts 
is discussed in the next chapter with reference to postmodernism and feminism. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
107 This is discussed further in Chapter 9.4. 
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Chapter 8 - A Feminist Composer in Postmodern Times 
Well it is generally thought that we women create intuitively rather than rationally. If a man 
creates a piece of work which is emotional or even zany, many conclude that he _chose_ to do 
that. With a woman, it would appear to be a gynecological imperative instead. (Diamanda 
Galas cited in Chare et al. 2007, 69). 
8.1  -  Introduction 
My position as an artist is problematic because I am neither appropriately “pop” to characterise myself 
as a popular musician, nor distinguished enough as a classical singer or composer to locate myself safely 
within the classical music tradition. Central to this problem is that I am a woman who sings, a woman 
who produces, and a woman who composes. The first role is not extraordinary, but the later roles are 
rarer, especially when situated within and against classical music. This chapter circles back to what was 
departed from in Section I: Context, that is, the issue of being a woman working within the operatic 
genre, challenging not only conventional practice roles, but also the traditional musical form of opera, 
and its inheritance in the contemporary landscape. This quite naturally raises questions of 
postmodernism, but discussion of this kind will be limited to emphasise the positioning of my work 
within a growing group of women composer-performers discussed in Chapter 4. This chapter will 
address themes developed in Chapter 6, including conceptions of the work and the impact of 
technology on modes of engagement, but these will be framed within the landscape of female and 
feminist-driven composition and postmodernism. In doing so, this chapter will revisit ideas of the 
musical work and the relationship to the musical canon, while also reengaging with the work of Susan 
McClary (1991) and Marcia Citron (2004). Additionally, I will discuss the idea of a feminist musical 
aesthetic, as proposed by Sally Macarthur (2002).  
By exploring notions of composition and musical aesthetics within postmodernist and feminist 
musicology, I will establish the social and political positioning which has informed the composition of 
The Pomegranate Cycle and my musical practice more generally. This positioning uses independently 
driven, DIY methods of composition and production108 for two specific outcomes: firstly, to confront 
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the absence of women in the tradition of Western classical composition by taking control of the modes 
of production, thereby gaining access to the role of composer; and secondly, to advance and promote 
the operatic form in dialogue with contemporary popular culture, contemporary music styles, and 
contemporary music technologies, in order to secure new representations of gender within operatic 
forms. By accessing composition and producing new works, I aspire to demonstrate that a single female 
practitioner can effect change. In order for this change to be political rather than individual, it needs to 
be positioned within and against larger ideologies. The two most significant political framings, 
postmodernism and feminism, are discussed in this chapter. 
8.2 - A Postmodern Framing 
My work, and the works discussed in Chapter 4 bear many labels: classical, post-classical, new music, 
opera, electronic, pop, rock, experimental, sound art, performance art, dance, soundtrack, new age, 
totalist, noise, and computer, among others. Most of these would succinctly be categorised as 
“postmodern” because they span multiple genres and seek to occupy new aesthetic territories by the 
juxtaposition of popular and art music forms. Some could also be considered feminist or provoking of 
feminist analysis, depending on their contextualisation by the artist/composers in question. This 
chapter will provide a general introduction to the postmodernist and feminist muscicological 
frameworks as a background to their analysis. 
The question which is often asked, but never completely or concisely answered is: what is 
“postmodernism”? Lyotard tried to articulate the rapidly changing atmosphere and ‘condition of 
knowledge’ as it developed after the close of the nineteenth century in The Postmodern Condition 
(1984, xxiii). In highly simplified terms, Lyotard applied the term “postmodern” to describe 
transformations to knowledge in the sciences, literature and the arts born from a ‘crisis of narratives’ 
(ibid), and so he defines postmodern as an ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’ (ibid, xxiv). Lyotard 
considers that metanarratives were the ‘apparatus of legitimation’ and their obsolescence corresponded 
to a crisis in metaphysical philosophy and the university institution generally, whereby narrative 
function was ‘losing its functors, its great hero, its great dangers, its great voyages, its great goal’ (ibid). 
In Lyotard’s view, these former markers of cohesion were now being ‘dispersed in clouds of narrative 
language elements—narrative, …denotative, prescriptive, descriptive, and so on’ (ibid). In classical 
music, these metanarratives were constructed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by means of a 
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philosophical rhetoric of: divine inspiration associated with composition; reverence towards a 
composer’s genius and vision; conceiving of musical works as pure, abstract and contained by the 
musical score; regulation and strict adherence to pedagogical and performance “craft” traditions; and an 
embedded idea that classical music listening offered an experience which was universal, transcendent, 
intellectually and creatively elevated, and pure. These ideas and their breakdown were addressed in both 
Section I: Context and Section II: Confrontation. However, they are relevant here because most of the 
“postmodern” works discussed in Chapter 4 rub up against these narratives as markers and regulators of 
the classical music tradition.  
Unlike most other art forms, classical music’s metanarratives are still entrenched in the contemporary 
demarcation of the tradition and inform what constitutes classical music compositional style, 
performance, production, and pedagogy. Thus, the pieces which challenge the legitimacy of these 
traditions and evoke new, disparate dialogues - either through aesthetic choices, narrative and structural 
divergence, new technologically-informed craft practices, or by bridging the genre with other music 
forms - resist the narratives which classical music initiations seek to articulate in order to substantiate 
their value. Works challenging these metanarratives are trying to associate classical music with new 
spheres of value and engagement. Where these new values are recognised by classical music institutions 
is mostly where institutions can still successfully regulate the classical music tradition through manual 
craft and notions of virtuosity. Where a work’s value is not recognised, or is distanced from the classical 
tradition by its intuitions, this is usually because its production utilises technologies in ways which 
deemphasise human performance and/or traditional construction of instrumental timbres and concert 
hall aesthetics, or because the compositional style and/or the performing artist is associated too closely 
with other musical forms, particularly genres of popular music.  
Taylor considers that most musical discussions of postmodernism have been anchored around stylistic 
traits, mostly compiled from ‘well-worn words in the cultural theory’ including ‘intertextuality, inter-
referentality, pastiche, bricolage, fragmentation, depthlessness’, and the ‘fragmentation of the subject’ 
(Taylor, 2002, 94). For Taylor, these aesthetic and conceptual “checklists” employed in musicology are 
problematic because they are often applied in a perfunctory way to determine whether a work or a 
composer meets the criteria for “postmodern”. To illustrate the ‘“list-iness”’ of postmodern 
discussions, Taylor refers to lists and tables produced by Ihab Hassan (1987), Charles Jencks (1996) 
and David Harvey (2004) (Taylor 2002, 94-98). Jencks’s table separated the pre-modern, modern 
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and post-modern in terms of a ‘periodization’ of history whereas Hassan and Harvey tried to contrast 
the markers of modernism and postmodernism. Hassan’s list, in Taylor’s view, acts as a simple ‘yes/no’, 
while Harvey’s list concentrates on the contrast between ‘“Fordist Modernity”’ and ‘“Flexible 
Postmodernity”’ as ‘“the Interpretation of Opposed Tendencies in Capitalist Society as a Whole” 
(ibid). Harvey focuses on the production and discourse of social economies, and his list contains 
oppositions such as the following:  
• economies of scale/master code/hierarchy vs .  economies of scope/idiolect/anarchy 
• homogeneity/detail division of labour vs .  diversity/social division of labour 
• paranoia/alienation/symptom vs .  schizophrenia/decentering/desire 
• state power/trade unions vs .  financial power/ individualism 
• ethics/money commodity vs .  aesthetics/moneys of account 
• centralisation/totalisation vs .  decentralisation/deconstruction 
• phallic/single task/origin vs .  androgynous/multiple tasks/trace 
• metatheory/narrative/depth vs .  language games/image/surface 
• mass production/class politics/technical-scientific rationality  
vs .  small batch production/social movements/pluralistic otherness 
• utopia/redemptive art/concentration vs .  heterotopias/spectacle/dispersal 
• function/representation/signified vs .  fiction/self-reference/signifier 
• mechanical reproduction vs .  electronic reproduction 
• internationalism/permanence/time vs .  geopolitics/ephemerality/space (Taylor 2002, 97).  
Taylor finds Harvey’s ideas ‘useful’ and ‘provocative’ although he believes the binary nature of the list 
Harvey compiles ‘gives the impression that modernity has given way, has been superseded, that 
modernity was one state or a collection of states, and that the term “flexible postmodernity” labels a 
new collection’ (ibid, 98). While Harvey also acknowledges this danger of binary reduction, Taylor has 
concerns about the application of such lists outside the context of Harvey’s larger discussion (ibid). 
The other central stylistic trait Taylor emphasises is the ‘great divide’ of “low” and “high” cultural 
forms outlined by Andreas Huyssen (1986), where “low” and “high” forms are blended and 
appropriated in postmodern style (Taylor 2002, 94). Taylor’s position is that he wanted to move 
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beyond discussions which focused on the sound of music, towards discussions of ‘what music (as form 
and practice) might be’ within contemporary cultures and economies of exchange (ibid, 102).  
I agree with Taylor’s proposition that we should focus musicological discussions on what “might be”. 
This idea, that opera might become “something else”, is driving both my exegesis and my creative 
practice. However, I do not think we can easily or comfortably set aside the use of perfunctory 
oppositionality to contemporary understanding of postmodern aesthetics, modes of cultural production 
and economies of exchange. The flexibility of postmodern cultural practice is generated by the rapid 
application and juxtaposition of these oppositions to make meaning for contemporary audiences and 
artists, and arguably, these oppositions maintain the thread of conceptual continuity between different 
kinds of musical practice. In particular, the nuance of oppositions has come to define most popular 
music of the last two decades, with genres deviating into subgenres and microgenres. One example that 
emerged during 2010 and 2011 was “Djentstep”, which combined a recent subgenre of metal called 
“Djent”, characterised by a ‘heavily palm muted distorted guitar chord’ and ‘low tuned, open note 
syncopated riffs’ (Got-djent 2012), with dubstep, an established offshoot of UK garage electronica. 
Similarly, juxtaposition is also the basis of hip hop and dance sampling. The sample may or may not be 
sufficiently recognisable to offer a trace of its original source or context, but the confrontation of 
rhythms, timbres and melodies is still able to generate meaning and pleasure for its listeners. Many 
artists, such as Kid Koala, deliberately entice their audience with recognisable sources, which are then 
degraded and manipulated in humorous ways. Contemporarily, music participants, like participants in 
other art forms, are comfortable with juxtaposition or opposition, so in this sense, it is not surprising 
that foundational discussions of postmodernism were focused on these concepts. Rapid oppositionality 
is embedded in the ways we share and make meaning from culture, so presumably, we no longer need to 
talk about it.  
Perhaps this explains Taylor’s position. Taylor argues that discussions of musical texts within 
postmodernism should ‘view postmodernity as an historical moment and postmodernism as ways of 
cultural production linked to political and economic realities’ (2002, p.102). Therefore, an assessment 
of ‘the circumstances surrounding the production and reception of those texts’ is as important to 
understanding as the actual sounds of these texts (ibid). Taylor considers that ‘aspects of musical style 
cannot be dissociated from other factors surrounding the composition, dissemination, and reception of 
a work, and these other factors contribute to the sound of postmodern musics’ (ibid, 103). He takes the 
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position that modes of production as well as modes of representation (including self-representation as/ 
and marketing) have become more flexible and that the ramifications of these changes as they apply to 
classical music are that ‘modes of marketing are not as indexed to particular commodities as they once 
were’ so that ‘art musicians are being marketed like rock stars’ (ibid, 104). Taylor cites various examples 
including the Kronos Quartet’s ‘rock musician clothing’, violinist Linda Brava’s appearance on the 
cover of Playboy, DJ remixes of Steve Reich, and a brief period where hybrid popular-classical-world 
artists were marketed as “totalists” (ibid, 104-110). However, Taylor also notes that alongside these 
‘juxtapositions’ classical music institutions have also conserved the ‘old ways of marketing and selling 
classical music’ as well as a maintenance of modernist aesthetics (ibid, 111). Consequently, Taylor 
concludes that: 
 Cultural production and cultural forms display the old and new in ways that could only 
happen in the contemporary landscape in which everything is available in commodity form as 
never before. It may be that the best way to understand contemporary cultural production by 
anyone is to throw out the P-word altogether, for in its very popularity it has ceased to be very 
useful—it obscures more than it reveals (ibid).  
Notably, these changes to the circulation of classical music, by means of the new modes of marketing 
and packaging of classical musicians which Taylor identifies, were established by the recording industry, 
and have subsequently been adopted by traditional classical music institutions such as the Australian 
Chamber Orchestra 109 , and artists like Vanessa-Mae (Vanakorn Nicholson). These artists and 
institutions are not necessarily challenging traditional repertoire or approaches to pedagogy and 
performance. They have merely adopted an aesthetic layer which would normally be associated with 
popular music. Vanessa-Mae is a case in point, with the artist presenting herself in skimpy attire and 
sexualised music videos in the MTV style, and utilising only her first name for her professional career. 
However, Vanessa-Mae has not attempted to innovate classical music forms beyond playing along to 
techno beats on some of her records. Additionally, she regularly plays repertoire in concert halls, but 
does so while enacting pop sensibility as the basis for her “brand”. Vanessa-Mae has even depicted her 
relationship between classical and pop sensibilities in a short film, The Violin Fantasy (1998)110.  
Like Taylor, many thinkers agree that the term postmodern has become difficult to scrutinise because it 
has been applied in numerous ways. Lockhead views postmodernism as a problematic term for musical 
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thinkers to define because it defies the ‘simple “binaries”’ that its prefix implies’ (2002, 5). Kramer 
describes the academic climate surrounding postmodernism as a proliferation of conceptual paradigms 
which ‘problematize the great ordering principles of rationality, unity, universality, and truth, recasting 
them as special cases of contingency, plurality, historicity, and ideology’ where ‘both knowledge and its 
objects are increasingly being recognized as decentered, heteronomous, and prismatic’ (L. Kramer 1996, 
xi). Within this climate, classical music, which had once been thought of as ‘embodying the feeling or 
intuition or pure mode of apprehension which we attain after all the resources of signification have ben 
exhausted’ (ibid), has had the foundations of ‘its conceptual and representation order’ undercut, making 
it necessary, in Kramer’s view, to ‘rethink music from every possible perspective’ (ibid, xii).  
Certainly, music is being rethought. Gradually, musicological discussions debating the meaning, 
qualities, impact and outcomes of postmodernism have been gaining momentum. In the introduction to 
Postmodern Music/Postmodern Thought (2002), Lochhead provides an overview of the direction of 
these discussions and considers that the most prevalent discussions were occurring around the position 
of music within popular culture (1). For Lochhead, one of the most general questions is whether the 
term postmodernism implies a continuous or a discontinuous modern trajectory and ‘whether the 
modern is figured in negative or positive terms’ (ibid). Lochhead considers that the key debates 
emerging from postmodern discourses which can be applied to musical thinking are: a transformation of 
concepts of time and temporality born from ‘theories of indeterminacy and chaos in the sciences and 
mathematics’, augmented by technologies affecting ‘the speed of travel and communications’ and a 
‘general questioning of theology’ (ibid, 6); a transformation of conceptions of space through the 
‘rapidity of world travel and the visual accessibility of far away places and long ago times’, accessible 
through electronic media ‘coordinated with changing perceptions and conceptions of physical and social 
distance’ (ibid); the philosophical emergence of a non-foundational epistemology produced by 
changing conceptions of space and time, and a questioning of ‘the idea of truth’ and the ‘binary nature 
of understanding’ (ibid, 6-7); and a questioning of the nature of representation as it is depicted in 
linguistic, visual and aural gestures and practices to construct social attitudes and behaviours (ibid, 7).  
These discussions have formed the basis for a ‘“postmodern” musicology, defining new paradigms of 
understanding music in general’, which has been developing since the 1980s (ibid, 2) Lochhead calls this 
movement ‘“New Musicology”’ and marks contributions by Lawrence Kramer, Susan McClary and 
Gary Tomlinson as central to debates which have moved beyond the discipline itself (ibid). Lochhead 
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describes New Musicology as being chiefly concerned with ‘historical music of the concert tradition’ 
composed before 1945, or alternatively, concerning jazz and popular music (ibid). In Lochhead’s view, 
New Musicology has focused on historical music because recording and other technologies have offered 
a mechanism for bringing the past ‘palpably into the present’ (ibid). The impact of this focus has been a 
‘flattening of traditional hierarchies’, which has effectively broadened the musical canon, but also 
‘ironically’, reinscribed it (ibid).  
A “flattening of traditional hierarchies” facilitated by access to a recorded archive of repertoire is also 
evident in the realm of music practice. Because musical styles and specific performances were made 
available through recording technologies, they were utilised by musicians to inform their existing 
practice, and in some cases, appropriated into new kinds of practice. This impact was discussed 
specifically in Chapter 6, and was explored in relation to specific musical works in Chapter 4. Certain 
musical canons have also been reinscribed by means of the momentum gained by accumulating an 
archive of works, as evidenced by the twentieth century revival of Baroque music exploring “historical” 
performance practices, and the 1990s movement in which artists strived to record complete collections 
of works by specific composers. However, since the widespread adoption of the Internet in the decade 
subsequent to Lochhead’s analysis, it is evident that the flattening of musical hierarchies, through 
constant immersion and access, has been amplified and poses a challenge to the rigidity of historical 
performance canons. While Baroque music or opera may indeed be exemplified by a specific collection 
of repertoire, their availability online allows these forms to be reified, and therefore circulated, 
appropriated or consumed alongside any other contemporary music form.  
Arguably, the marketing of classical music through the aesthetics of popular music has assisted this 
process. Taylor considers that the world has changed to such an extent in the previous two decades that 
‘we seem to be entering into a new historical era’ (2002, 93). According to Taylor, there is no specific 
kind of music that could be called “postmodern”. The ‘modes of representation and marketing of music 
have changed’, causing classical musicians to be ‘more commodified than ever before’, and causing 
contemporary composers to face ‘even greater pressures to make themselves known’ (ibid).  
Lochhead perceives a sustained resistance to the ‘postmodern methodologies’ of musicology and music 
practice within the classical/concert tradition (ibid, 2-3). She argues that this resistance was born from 
a ‘reluctance to study and write about recent practices’ and recent compositions which have not 
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withstood the test of time (ibid). Drawing together both traditional musicology’s historical focus and 
apprehension of “untested” compositions, and New Musicology’s reassessment of the past, it is not 
surprising that classical music thinkers have been characterised as looking backwards. Taylor opened his 
discussion of “Music and Musical Practices in Postmodernity” (2002), by stating his desire to ‘speak of 
the living’ (93), a position which was, and perhaps still is, refreshing.  
Regardless of whether we accept Taylor’s denial of there being a “kind” of postmodern music, music 
practitioners are operating within a contemporary culture that readily accepts postmodern ideas and 
modes of exchange. Musicians are situated between theories of postmodernism and participation in 
musical cultures, and are critically and uncritically responding to, and drawing upon, ‘postmodern values 
in their society’ (J. Kramer 2002, 22). Kramer attempts to draw together the way this occurs in musical 
practice and compiles a list of ten reasons for engagement with postmodern values, summarised as 
follows:  
1. A reaction against modernist styles and values, which are perceived as oppressive by some 
composers (ibid). 
2. A reaction against modernist institutionalisation, especially against ‘the position of power 
within the musical establishment’ (ibid).  
3. In response to ‘the cultural irrelevance of modernism’ (ibid).  
4. As a way of closing the composer-audience gap associated with the ‘elitism of modernism’ 
(ibid). 
5. As a means of rebellion, enacted by young composers who feel ‘uncomfortable with pressures 
from their teachers to like and respect one kind of music… yet write another’ (ibid, 22-23). 
6. Because some composers know and enjoy both popular music and classical music (ibid, 23). 
7. Because some composers perceive music as a consumable commodity and believe postmodern 
aesthetics reflects the commodification of art in society (ibid). 
8. As a way of creating new and different music by means of an ‘acceptance of the past as part of 
the present, in disunifying fragmentation in pluralism and in multiplicity’ (ibid). 
9. To draw from and appropriate non-Western music traditions (ibid). 
10. As an ‘all but inevitable expression of a socially saturated civilisation’ (ibid).  
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This list is not exhaustive; however, Kramer uses it to demonstrate that the ‘reasons behind the creation 
of postmodern music today are varied’, with both composition and listening experiences possessing 
diverse attitudes, characteristics and social uses (ibid). I include the list in this chapter because Kramer 
prioritises the functional, political, cultural and aesthetic choices that contemporary artists (as 
composers) make, rather than considering these choices as aspects of a generic postmodern musical style 
(although the outcomes of these choices may be perceptible as a kind of stylistic thread running through 
contemporary work). Whilst the distinction between listing postmodern compositional motivations 
and listing postmodern stylistic traits may seem finite, the separation is important because the former 
emphasises agency of the artist while the later abstracts it and makes it more easily consumable. 
Consumption is part of a regular engagement in mediated cultures, and participants make choices about 
what to contextualise at a deeper level, and in what ways. I, like Taylor, am advocating that musicology 
can, and should, be developing frameworks for understanding the changing roles of music within 
culture, and consumption is one such consideration. However, I find Kramer’s framework offers a 
useful jumping off point for my particular interest, as a composer working to develop new 
methodologies of composition, which lies in the way a composer’s intent — their positioning and 
reconfiguration of musical textures, timbres, ambiences, narratives, and samples — speaks to their 
understanding of music as a culturally producing, culturally reflective device. Therefore, compositional 
choices are useful to a broader understanding of music’s function. I consider that composition 
methodologies which are developing out of current day technologies, oppositions and ideas, offer the 
capacity to construct new, feminist-centred modes of creation in dialogue with traditional classical 
music forms. The assemblage of musical cultures and aesthetics, which are all made available as raw 
materials via the Internet and low-cost recording technologies, is enabling women greater access to the 
tools of composition. By adopting these tools and operating within a feminist framework, I am given 
the means of positioning the mode and act of composition to enable political outcomes.  
8.3  -  A Feminist Framing 
Determining what constitutes a “feminist” methodology of composition is difficult because the 
inheritance of the Western classical music tradition is a canon of almost exclusively male composers, 
male musicologists and male pedagogists. McClary has articulated this problem by asserting that 
strategies of ‘stylistic synthesis’, where groups marginalised from the mainstream musical tradition 
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appropriate and blend mainstream musical components with ‘elements of their own readily recognized 
idiom’, are not automatically available to ‘white, middle-class women aspiring to the role of 
"composer"’(1991, 114). She explains:   
History does not offer a separate women's musical culture, complete with styles or performing 
institutions of its own, from which position a female composer can bargain or negotiate. There 
is, in other words, no traditional woman's voice. Worse yet, there is a bogus tradition of "how 
women sound" in European classical music —a code developed and transmitted by men, in 
which women are either docile and passive…or else man-devouring harpies… Because these 
pernicious musical images of women—the madonna or the whore—have been the only ones 
available, generations of women training to be performers or composers have learned not to let 
themselves "sound like women" in their playing, conducting, or composing. In order not to 
resemble the passive ideal of femininity, we have learned how to perform or write (how often 
have we gloried in this compliment!) with balls; and yet we have also learned not to play too 
aggressively for fear of terrifying…our patriarchal mentors. Thus not only do women not have a 
musical language of their own upon which to rely, but they often have internalized a strong 
distaste for the idea of permitting their identities as women to be apparent in their music. The 
category "woman" in music is already colonized and is overcrowded with caricatures concocted 
by male artists (ibid, 114-115). 
McClary has articulated an anxiety felt by many women who want to explore the terrain of classical 
music composition but do not know where to begin. Some feminist musicologists, such as Marcia J. 
Citron (1990, 2000), have also documented the magnitude of women’s exclusion from music education, 
scholarship, performance and publication, both historically and in the present day. Citron advocates the 
maintenance of a “counter canon” of women composers (1990, 103) as the basis for repositioning 
women in compositional roles by: overcoming the ‘basic impulse…that if a piece has not survived it is 
automatically unworthy of consideration’(ibid, 112); taking into account the ‘sociological, cultural, 
historical, economic, political’ factors when assessing women’s composition to ‘discover why a piece was 
not published, not performed, not included on major concert series, not recorded’ (ibid); assessing the 
‘criteria we are imposing when we consider a piece a member of the canon’, and when presenting key 
works in education environments, responding not just to a perceived ‘“excellence”’, but also to ‘work 
that illuminates a particular socio/political phenomenon’, with women’s music being recognised as 
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being part of such phenomena (ibid, 112-113). Citron does not consider the ‘ultimate goal’ as being a 
separate woman’s history of music (ibid, 104). On the contrary, she views this process as a means of 
‘integration into the mainstream of Western musical history’ (ibid). However, the development and 
integration of a women’s counter canon into mainstream classical music is going to be a long-term 
endeavour and may depend upon whether classical music itself is able to sustain and maintain its 
tradition going forward.  
Several feminist musicologists consider that there are tangible traces of difference in women’s 
compositions. One such musicologist is Sally Macarthur, who, in Feminist Aesthetics in Music (2002), 
attempts to demonstrate a women’s aesthetic within the classical tradition by means of an analysis of the 
works of female composers. Macarthur states her goal as being to understand how ‘actual music 
provides insights into the social world that it inhabits’, for she believes that music is ‘profoundly 
implicated in the transmission of social knowledge’ (2002, 2). Her position is that women ‘do not 
necessarily compose music that is different from men’s music’, in the sense that there is a particular 
music which is distinctly feminine (ibid, 176). She contends, however, that women’s music, nonetheless, 
has been discriminated against in part as it ‘may not conform to the aesthetic criteria that have been 
established for the assessment of men’s music’ (ibid). Part of this discrimination, Macarthur posits, 
originates because women’s music ‘does not conform to patriarchal ideas about beauty’ and is therefore 
viewed as inferior (ibid). Like Citron, Macarthur would like there to be one integrated musical 
tradition, since the separation of “women’s music” from “music” emphasises the division (ibid). 
However, Macarthur considers that the label of “women’s music” ‘has been brought about because 
men’s music is simply music’ whereas woman’s music is understood as something else, or ‘perhaps…is 
not understood as music at all?’ (ibid).  
Macarthur states that she does not wish to accentuate a division between women’s and men’s music by 
enacting dichotomies or reversing binaries, and she attempts to utilise exclusive terms only as a means of 
thinking about inherent differences (ibid, 3). Yet Macarthur does argue for there being different 
‘aesthetic strategies’ (ibid, 12) adopted in women’s music, and believes that the elusiveness of the term 
“feminist aesthetics” contributes to its actualisation by deliberately resisting concrete definition, making 
‘it possible to imagine’ (ibid, 14). Part of this imagination includes the creation of a space between 
women’s music and men’s music, where ‘holding both together at some arbitrary boundary’ allows for 
the identification of features in common, while at the same time uncovering differences (ibid, 175). I 
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interpret Macarthur as meaning that once we can imagine feminist aesthetics, we can conceptualise and 
utilise them in ways which better the plight of female composers and offer active resistance to the 
‘patriarchal conceptions of women and femininity’ (ibid, 176) embedded in the Western classical 
tradition. Macarthur believes it is ‘possible to develop a theory of aesthetics that relates to women’s 
textual (musical) processes and practices while at the same time’ uncovering and revealing ‘the 
patriarchal nature of the contexts in which they are produced’ (ibid, 14). She considers that feminist 
aesthetics ‘invokes at least two different kinds of meaning’, one generated in dialogue with ‘cultural 
artefacts created by women’, and one which connects to the ‘female body itself’ (ibid, 15). For 
Macarthur ‘the signifying practice of a real, situated body in the real, material world’ is available for 
reading within aesthetic relationships (ibid, 20), and reading the (female sexed) body ‘influences the 
production and reception’ of the work (ibid, 173).   
Macarthur also observes some compositional tendencies in the works of the female composers she 
analyses, mostly English, European and Australian women working from the late nineteenth century to 
the present day, although she is emphatic that she does ‘not want to make any grand claims’ that would 
give rise to labels (ibid, 177). The four tendencies she has noted are: 
Structura l :  relating to the positioning of climaxes, ‘proportional lengths of music sections’, and ‘ways 
in which music tends to be generated from a stream of gestural syntax, in turn, having an effect on the 
overall structure’. These structural decisions produce ‘moments of musical tension…uniquely feminine in 
the hands of these women composers when compared to the idealised masculine climax, which tends to 
be shaped by the golden section’ (ibid, 178). 
Relat ing to musica l  ba lance :  relating to the way in which composers seem to be playing around 
with the conventional weighting of musical sections, with some being top-heavy and others being 
bottom heavy or lopsided (ibid). 
Relat ing to musica l  mater ia l : using small gestures to produce musical material ‘giving a start/stop 
feeling to their overall designs’ (ibid, 179). 
Patterning:  a widespread use of cyclical patterns (ibid). 
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Despite most genres historically being ‘operated by male conventions and thus governed by a male 
aesthetic’ (ibid, 181), Macarthur believes that women composers have been ‘at the leading edge of genre 
development’ (ibid, 179).  Macarthur ends her book with a question:  
The development of new ways of creating art/music is perhaps opening up the possibility of a 
feminist aesthetics that have hitherto been obscured. Is it the case that with the emergence of 
these new genres in music there is an almost self-conscious attempt by women composers to 
write deliberately (from) the feminine (body)? (ibid, 181) 
In The Pomegranate Cycle, I have attempted to demonstrate a new kind of independently driven 
creative practice that opens a creative and technical space for feminist orientated classical music practice. 
Unlike Macarthur, I do not aspire for my practice to be used in the generation of a specifically 
“feminine” aesthetic. This is because I don’t consider the notion of a feminine aesthetic to be 
particularly useful as it detracts from the urgent political goals of women’s compositional practices: 
these being to gain greater access to authorial roles which govern and direct the classical music tradition 
going forward. My experience, and that of many female composers of my generation, is that we have 
had little exposure to women’s compositional voices, through an alternative women’s canon or by any 
other means, during our musical development. There are some possible exceptions, exposure to 
Hildegard von Bingen’s music for example, but primarily, the female compositional voices I heard 
during my upbringing and music education all came from the sphere of popular music. As a result, it is 
difficult for me to conceptualise of a feminist aesthetic of classical music, assuming we are interpreting 
aesthetics generically as a kind of stylistic sentiment. As articulated by McClary, it is difficult for me to 
recognise what might be a women’s compositional voice from all of the masculine codes of femininity 
which I have consumed. While Macarthur tries to pave the way for a feminist aesthetic, she evades 
articulating precisely what one might be, and so it remains out of reach. Perhaps if we reach a critical 
mass, where the work of female composers is commonplace and available as Citron advocates, feminist 
aesthetics in composition might be easier to define. Therefore, the ultimate goal for feminist 
musicologists must be to provide more women with access to composition and have their compositions 
circulated.  
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8 .4 - Assembling a Feminist-Oriented Musical Practice  
My relationship with recording technologies has offered me the means of experimentation in order to 
find my own compositional style (explored in Chapters 6 and 9). The act of composition and the act 
of recording are political, feminist statements within my practice because these are professional spheres 
that have denied equal professional spaces for women. This absence is marked. A report by the Cultural 
Ministers Council Statistics Working Group, investigating results of the 2001 Australian census, found 
that: composers were more likely to be male (83%); instrumental musicians were more likely to be male 
(77%); other musicians and related professionals were more likely to be male (61%); music directors 
were more likely to be male (59%); and singers were more likely to be female (54%) (Cultural 
Ministers Council Statistics Working Group 2007, 6). The study also found that 28% of people 
involved in Australian music received some payment, with males being more likely to have received 
payment for their live performance work than females (37% of males, compared with 15% of 
females)(Cultural Ministers Council Statistics Working Group 2007, 9). Data from the 2006 census 
showed that 73.5% of people employed in ‘music and other sound recording activities’ as their main 
profession were males (Australian Beureau of Statistics 2009). Importantly, Australian Census statistics 
do not separate classical music from other music forms, and so the category of “musical director” 
includes band leaders, choir directors and orchestral conductors (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011), 
while instrumental performers and singers represent the spectrum of popular music, jazz, musical theatre 
and classical music genres.  
In my ten years as an opera singer, I have only worked with two female conductors, one a student 
conductor, and the other the conductor of a community choir. Professionally, I have never been asked 
to sing a work by a female composer, except for my own compositions. Based upon my own anecdotal 
experience, I believe these statistics would look very different if the census data could be separated by 
music genre111. Even based upon the data as given, it is easy to understand why McClary considers that 
women wanting to explore the terrain of composition are anxious. There are few female role models in 
the music profession, women face an uphill struggle to obtain a professional role and are considerably 
less likely to be paid for their efforts. Therefore, I strongly agree with Citron and Macarthur that role 
models need to be provided in order to challenge the idea that composition is not a women’s domain. 
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My work, however, is focused on contemporary practice, rather than looking backwards to the 
construction of the historical women’s canon which Citron advocates. A historical approach is too late 
for me professionally as I have already completed my foundational music education, as have the people I 
work with. Our experience of, and exposure to the historical canon has been dominated by the idea that 
men are composers and women participate by singing. Thus, to fulfil my political desire to enact change 
in my own practice, I must actively participate in composition112.  
My interaction with opera has shown me that narrative voice and the narrative structure laid out in the 
libretto and other instructions in the score play an important role in specifying the gender politics of a 
work113. Narrative voice connects easily with political voice. Narrative voice defined by specific language 
(text) markers, therefore acts as an ideal feminist political anchor that can interact with, and direct 
musical gestures and production layers. The absence of language-centred narrative is more difficult for 
purely instrumental music, although there are possibilities there also, especially in the titling of a work 
and its movements and in written instructions to players. When specific meanings need to be conveyed, 
the intentions of written text can be considerably more specific and visible than musical notation or, 
indeed, recordings of instrumental sounds.  
As a feminist composer wanting to convey specific political messages, my approach to composition in 
The Pomegranate Cycle has been to embed most of the key narrative moments and feminist discussions 
in the libretto. I deliberately wrote the libretto text before composing the music so that the agenda of 
the text, a discussion of female experience of violence and healing, was prioritised in the composition of 
the work. In this way, The Pomegranate Cycle’s narrative offers a direct challenge to the way operas 
have been composed around violent and sexist librettos, with patriarchal narrative trajectories. 
Additionally, by assigning the various characters to a single vocalist, The Pomegranate Cycle is able to 
subvert a vocal tradition that stereotypes female performers in specific character roles. My work is, 
therefore, an attack on these metanarratives, which continue to be sustained within repertory-based 
institutions.  
This is not to say that all of the language used in The Pomegranate Cycle is explicit. Language choices 
in some arias are deliberately poetic and abstracted, utilising those qualities to convey the emotional 
states of the characters. “Of Hymn” is an example of this (see: Audio CD, Track 3). Full of hope and 
uncertainty, Kore daydreams about her future and sings: ‘Mute, liturgy of being/ Patterned/ In the 
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winter, brew/ All that I know and pretend/ Spoken. In the bell frame/ Resound/ My hands in your 
smile/ Imaginings /Soothe rhetoric, shift’. However, all the key narrative directions and gendered 
confrontations in The Pomegranate Cycle are signposted in the libretto 114 , with musical and 
performance/staging layers adding emotional colours and intensity to these moments, many of which 
are discussed in Chapter 5.  
My use of compositional and production gestures, particularly the hybridisation of various musical 
forms, could be seen by others as challenging the aesthetics of classical music in a feminist way. 
However, I would not characterise the specific compositional and production devices I employ, such as 
repeated and degrading motifs, as being feminist in and of themselves. Too many of the gestures that 
characterise my individual composition style could easily be described as postmodern in approach, or 
too idiosyncratic to be useful in any grander aesthetic statement. Similarly, the plurality of women’s 
approaches to, and motivations for composition would probably render a coherent “women’s” aesthetic 
as unattainable or unrealistic.  
The use of genre hybridisation in the composition of The Pomegranate Cycle establishes a second 
political motivation behind the work, that of contemporising opera and engaging operatic forms in a 
dialogue with contemporary music styles and culture. Given the challenges operatic institutions are 
facing in terms of contracting audiences, diminishing government and private subsidies, and a cultural 
disconnection with younger audiences, this process is important to the future of opera and has been 
largely ignored by the institutions that sustain the operatic tradition. The operatic form needs to emerge 
from a museum mentality into an engagement with contemporary culture. This purpose reflects the 
tenets of postmodernism, although my efforts in contemporising the form are also connected to my 
location as a feminist composer-performer. I am redefining opera in the present day and pointing to 
what opera can become, while substantially restructuring the (previously sexist) conventions of operatic 
narrative. I am also assuming the role of composer-singer-producer in the hope that other women will 
follow behind me.  
By posing an aesthetic challenge to the genre of opera through hybridisation with ambient-electronic 
music styles and process, my music practice has engaged in some of the postmodern ‘values’ Kramer 
distinguishes:  
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• I am reacting against classical music’s ‘institutionalisation’ and ‘the position of power within 
the musical establishment’ (J. Kramer 2002, 22) because these institutions have protected a 
sexist canon which stereotypes women and exposes them to violence. I am also reacting against 
these institutions because they resist adopting women into authoritative roles such as 
composers and conductors.  
• My work is also a response ‘to the cultural irrelevance’ (ibid) of women’s lives as represented 
in repertory opera.  
• My use of ambient-electronica as a mediating compositional form is intended ‘as a way of 
closing the composer-audience gap’ (ibid) by bringing myself as both a composer and 
performer into the performance space. Additionally, by utilising ambient-electronica and DIY 
processes my work is portable and can be performed in intimate venues where the audience is 
physically close, able to influence the outcomes of the performance, and able to communicate 
with me afterwards.  
• My work is also an ‘inevitable’ outcome of my exposure to both popular and classical music in 
my training as a sound engineer and an opera singer, and, in Kramer’s terms, occurs because I 
‘know and enjoy both popular music and classical music’ (ibid, 23). 
While my work reflects postmodern values, and may be consumed as a representation of postmodern 
culture, my motivations are feminist. I choose to frame my work as a feminist work, specifically because 
it is my desire to advocate for greater female inclusion in classical music and better representation in the 
texts that the tradition is comprised of. Macarthur considers that feminism’s ‘challenge to patriarchal 
knowledge has been to destabilise and denaturalise categories of gender and sexuality, providing 
deconstructive readings of cultural contexts and texts to expose the assumptions and values that are held 
implicitly in them’, and she notes the similarities between this aim and the deconstructive aims of 
postmodernism (Macarthur 2002, 24). Macarthur considers that ‘postmodernisms and feminisms are 
charting similar paths’ although she identifies the chief differences between them as being that 
‘feminism’s modus operandi has been colonised by postmodernists’ whilst postmodernist thought 
became ‘principally the stamping ground of the male theorist’, and consequently, ‘postmodernism has 
tended to ignore feminism’ (ibid). If feminist thinking were better represented in postmodern thought, 
the term “postmodern” might be more politically useful. However, as Macarthur indicates, it is widely 
accepted that ‘feminist criticism has not greatly influenced traditional male scholarship’ (eg. Payne & 
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Barbera 2010, 267), and others view ‘postmodernism as the death-knell of feminism’ (eg. Kaplan 2002, 
324) In practice, the vagaries of the term ‘postmodernism’ can serve no political purpose in my work. 
While I can happily wear the label ‘postmodern’, I will only do so if it is subjugated to my feminist 
agenda.  
The issue of “inclusion” raised by most feminist musicologists must be addressed in relation to my 
practice. Like Citron, I hope that by challenging the operatic form, I will open up a space which can be 
filled by other women composers. However, I also accept that the time when women are equally 
represented in classical music composition and not regarded as an exception wearing the label of 
“female” or “woman” composer remains in the distant future. Meanwhile, I will have to compulsorily 
wear the label of “female composer” because I am a member of a minority. If given a choice, I would 
prefer to characterise myself as a “feminist” composer. By applying the label “feminist” to myself, I 
indicate the political action implicit in my role as composer. In doing so, I hope that my music will be 
viewed to this end, rather than being subjected to the prejudices which dismiss women’s music as 
enacting some kind of ‘gynecological imperative’, as Diamanda Galas once observed (Chare et al. 2007, 
69). 
8.5  – Conclusion 
A woman who composes stands in opposition to the Western classical tradition whether she chooses to 
characterise her practice in this way or not. Contemporary female composers participate in, and have 
their work circulated within postmodern cultures. Postmodern cultures are similarly, confronting 
classical music metanarratives, canons, hierarchies and modes of regulation. The goals of 
postmodernism are extremely varied, however, and tend to diffuse feminist political orientations. This is 
not to suggest that feminist composers do not apply postmodern or oppositional tactics in their works. 
Rather, that the feminist intent is more clearly defined than postmodern processes generally allow.  
I choose to make my feminist positioning explicit in my work, in the hope that my (already exposed) 
positioning as a women will be able to stand as an example and perhaps elicit change or inspire other 
women to assert authorial roles within the classical music tradition. Within feminism there are many 
women who demonstrate by example, so in this sense, my practice sits within a lineage of feminist 
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musical practitioners. Because women have been fundamentally excluded from the historical musical 
canon, this lineage is crucial in breaking down the sexism maintained in the tradition in the present day. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
108 Discussed in Chapter 7. 
 
109 In the last decade, the Australian Chamber Orchestra has released subscription and promotional material 
resembling art-rock aesthetics. With Richard Tognetti assuming the persona of a rock star, male performers are 
pictured wearing jeans and slick urban fashions while female performers appear highly manicured and chic. For an 
example, see the portraits at the end of the 2012 subscription brochure: (Australian Chamber Orchestra 2011, 
21–24)  
 
110 The film depicts Vanessa-Mae preparing for a traditional classical recital in a concert hall. She fantasises a 
dance sequence with an attractive man in a wintery landscape while the violin solo from Vivaldi's Concerto No. 
4 in F Minor (1723), [which is a representation of winter], plays in the background to a techno beat. Vanessa-
Mae wakes up in her dressing room and goes on stage to perform the concerto with a traditional ensemble, while 
her fantasy man watches from the balcony. See: (Davies & Vanessa-Mae 2007). 
 
111 I have restricted this data to Australia because this is the location of my practice. I have not looked at statistics 
from other countries.  	  
112 I have not been able to perform historical works by female composers because they are not established in the 
canon and are, therefore, not familiar to audiences. Consequently, works by female composers do not become 
programmed. Because I am still a “young artist”, I have little influence on what I sing within traditional opera 
contexts.  
 
113 See: Chapter 3 of this exegesis. 
 
114 For full libretto text see Appendix 1. 
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Chapter 9 - Positioning The Pomegranate Cycle:  
A Postclassical-Ambient-Electronica-Opera  
9. 1  – Introduction 
This chapter compares the location of The Pomegranate Cycle to the works appropriating, hybridising, 
or redefining opera discussed in Chapter 4. This discussion is broken into three main areas: the location 
of The Pomegranate Cycle within postclassical, experimental and electronic music genres in terms of 
musical aesthetics and compositional processes; the approach to vocal style in the work and the 
production layers applied to these vocalities; and the staging techniques employed in the work’s 
production in comparison to other experimental live opera works, particularly Phillips and van Veen’s 
Ariadne auf Naxos. Locating The Pomegranate Cycle within the context of other works experimenting 
with operatic forms shows that The Pomegranate Cycle is a distinct contribution to the extension of 
opera in contemporary musical landscapes because it joins only a handful of works which have 
combined electronic music aesthetics with operatic structures and vocalities in a live performance 
context. Within the scope of these works, it is the only project to date, which has taken this approach 
from the perspective as a solo practitioner. 
9.2 - Genre 
There is a tradition of hybridising opera with other music forms, existing both within the traditions of 
classical music and within various genres of popular music. The Pomegranate Cycle is a configuration 
of operatic, ambient, electronic, minimalist, experimental, and cinematic compositional styles. Most 
often, I describe The Pomegranate Cycle as an “ambient-electronica-opera”. If I were to describe the 
aesthetic categorisation of The Pomegranate Cycle’s sound on record, this could be simplified to 
“postclassical”, a term which is flexible enough to encompass aspects of all of these genres. However, 
The Pomegranate Cycle is also a live performance operatic work, and because the relationship to the 
operatic form has important political implications, I generally apply the longer description.  
Postclassical is both an apt and a problematic description to apply to my work. It is apt since my work 
sounds like postclassical music. Like the work of Max Richter or Nico Muhly, The Pomegranate Cycle 
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represents a serious attempt to engage both the operatic and the electronic music traditions, and 
stylistically, it balances comfortably between the two worlds. No humour is intended from the 
juxtaposition of genres, and the work was not designed to fill a commercial space in popular culture 
trends. The dominance of operatic vocals naturally orientates the work as emerging from a classical 
music perspective. While postclassical music is primarily instrumental, it is also branching out into vocal 
explorations. As discussed in Chapter 4, these two composers have recently begun writing operas, and 
there are also other precedents for including vocal-centred music within the genre. Like Richter and 
Muhly, I too am a classical performer who operates outside genre boundaries. I rely primarily on 
through-composed orchestrations as the basis for a work, and add additional electronic and concrete 
textures to these orchestrations as “atmospheric enhancements”. Moreover, as with the majority of 
postclassical music, my work circles around minimalist ideas, using stripped back orchestrations, 
repeated motifs and long meditative structures. One example illustrating all of these notions is the 
eight-minute aria “Narcissus Bloom & the Rape of the Pomegranate” (see: Audio CD, Track 5). Of 
significance, the introduction to the aria repeats a single piano note, which slowly morphs into a three 
note pattern which repeats for the first two minutes of the piece, and then is repeated again in its 
entirety, mid-way through the aria. When staging the work at The Brisbane Festival in 2010, the 
director, Narelle Yeo, wanted these meditative sections, and similar sections in other pieces, cut as there 
was nothing happening vocally (and therefore, nothing dramatic occurring). With a background in 
opera direction, Yeo had not, at first, understood that the work had a deliberately spacious quality and 
was intended as a piece of minimalist-influenced ambient music as well as being an operatic work. In 
staging the work, this balance needs to be struck.  
Locating my work within the postclassical genre is also problematic for two reasons. Firstly, the genre 
remains a boys’ club. Given that postclassical composers have tended to emerge from the classical 
tradition, there are few notable female figures working visibly in the genre. Consequently, the genre is 
difficult to access as a woman. Even though my work sounds postclassical, it is much easier for me to 
associate my artistic processes with women such as Tori Amos, Diamanda Galas, Lisa Gerrard or Björk 
(discussed in Chapter 4), who have occupied multiple musical roles by generating their own trajectories 
of practice. As discussed in Chapter 6, while remaining male-centric, experimental offshoots of 
electronic music cultures are much more accepting of female composers, and there are also many more 
support networks for women working in the tradition. As a result, it is much easier to begin working as 
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a female composer from the position of experimental electronic music. Thus, wearing this label in my 
practice whilst at the same time saying that I am “a little bit ambient, a little postclassical”, creates a 
simpler, more friendly path. Secondly, while I composed The Pomegranate Cycle with orchestrated 
parts, I never intended these parts to be realised by human players. I deliberately aimed for a low-cost, 
portable, flexible medium where I was in full control of the sound of my work. To this end, I used 
virtual instrument libraries to simulate orchestral timbres. I wrote the music in a manner which 
emphasised the desirable qualities of these instruments and avoided writing in the areas which sounded 
problematic. In contrast, postclassical music is almost always realised by human players in studio 
environments. Richter emphasised this point when I interviewed him for Cyclic Defrost magazine in 
2007, noting that while he uses a ‘Mac running Logic with the VSL orchestral library and thousands of 
plug-ins’ as a ‘sketchpad’ for his compositions, he is ‘trying to make records that sound like records’, so 
therefore he only uses ‘real instrumentation in the studio’, which is recorded to tape (Klein & Laing 
2007). He considers this process is ‘not really a technical question … it’s simply a question of feel’ 
(ibid). 
Importantly, the genre that resonates most strongly in performances of The Pomegranate Cycle is 
opera. While the work incorporates and balances other influences, because it is a critique of the 
historical repertory, The Pomegranate Cycle needs to position itself within the operatic genre in order 
to retain its political impetus. In a review of a performance of excerpts from The Pomegranate Cycle at 
Sound Series (2011), it was clear that the author mistook this aim because the performance was 
occurring at an experimental music event. Priest wrote:  
Sound Series 15 kicked off with Textile Audio, aka Eve Klein, an electronic composer and 
mezzo-soprano. In the intimacy of the small gallery, her operatic performance is, as she 
describes it, a little in your face, but her sense of quiet assurance eases the awkward context a 
little. Klein has a fine voice and creates some intriguing electronic accompaniments, but for my 
taste (which I admit doesn’t run to opera), Textile Audio doesn’t disrupt the classical 
conventions quite enough, however many in the crowd were spellbound by her virtuosity 
(Priest 2011). 
Priest’s comments have affirmed my approach to the composition of The Pomegranate Cycle. In the 
Sound Series performance, I acted the character parts as well as singing and manipulating the vocals on 
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a laptop with the intention of presenting a “mini opera”. I was not attempting to efface the tradition, 
but rather to present opera in a new way to a new audience. As Priest’s comments indicate, I was able to 
do so successfully for many in attendance. Given the location, among experimental rock, free jazz and 
pop acts, I am extremely pleased with the outcome.  
9.3  - Voice 
The main element that links my work to the operatic genre is my voice. I am not incorporating 
experimental or hybrid-sounding vocal techniques in the way that Hagen, Galas or Nomi have. This is 
because I am using a standard operatic vocal technique to perform the aria sections of The Pomegranate 
Cycle in order to engage and locate the work inside the operatic tradition. When people hear my voice, 
they automatically associate the sound with opera, regardless of the instrumentation or processing which 
is occurring115. This provides an anchor. However, in some experimental live performances, discussed 
below, I have also improvised vocals which incorporate sobs, gasps and other throat sounds in the style 
of Cathy Berberian, often while singing made-up language, similar to Gerrard (see: DVD, Videos 3 & 
4). The purpose of doing this has been to bring the emotional qualities of a work into my voice to 
display them in a different way. This technique was deliberately not included in The Pomegranate 
Cycle recordings, or The Brisbane Festival and Imagine Festival (2010) stagings of the work.  
However, while the vocals are sung in a simple operatic style, they are also processed and mixed utilising 
techniques from popular music recording practices. “Of Hymn”, for example, uses subtle echo and 
doubling to emphasise certain words such as ‘cracked’ and ‘resound’. The sound washes and reinforces 
that this is, in fact, the Woman’s day-dream. See Audio CD, Track 3. The benefit of this approach is 
that it adds additional colours to the vocals, while also contemporising them by drawing the aesthetics 
into territory more familiar to contemporary music cultures, without changing the singer’s approach to 
vocal production. 
I have also employed spoken word and virtual instrument voices to realise the narration and choral 
sections of the work respectively (see: Chapter 5). The use of spoken word rather than sung recitative to 
drive the action forward represents external authority and power, distanced from the (sung) emotional 
experiences of the characters (see: Audio CD, Tracks 1, 6, 11 and 13). The use of noticeably virtual 
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instruments for chorus parts undermines the authority of these voices, which normally represent 
society’s ‘moral compass’ in operatic works (see: Audio CD, Tracks 2, 7 and 12).  
Combining different kinds of vocalities, spoken, sung and electronically produced, is quite conventional 
in both ambient electronica and postclassical music. Richter is especially fond of spoken word, and 
Jóhannsson has utilised electronic-sounding vocals to realise sections of Englabörn and conventional 
choirs for And in the Endless Pause There Came the Sound of Bees (2009). Muhly and Murcof have 
both moved between processed and unprocessed operatic vocals in “Mothertongue” and The Versailles 
Sessions, with Muhly juxtaposing the opera vocals with pop and folk vocals on other compositions 
included in the Mothertongue album. Where The Pomegranate Cycle differs from all of these works, is 
that it uses different vocal styles very structurally to convey character and power dynamics in a narrative 
trajectory. In this way, there are more similarities to the use of vocals in Robert Ashley’s work, where 
comparative vocal styles are used to highlight and unpick hierarchies. However, Ashley integrated more 
flexibility by way of improvisation in live performance vocals for works such as Perfect Lives than was 
ever aspired to in The Pomegrante Cycle performances. The rigidity of the vocal styles defines the 
cyclic structure of The Pomegranate Cycle, with each of the work’s three sections requiring the 
definition of spoken word, the emotional exploration of operatic arias, and the commentary of the 
chorus, to propel the action into the next landscape: earth, the underworld, and back again116.  
9.4 - Staging 
There are very few projects which have combined electronic music aesthetics with opera in a live 
performance context. Within the scope of these performance works, The Pomegranate Cycle is unique 
in that a solo practitioner, adopting the roles of composer, performer and producer, generated the work. 
In this regard, it can be likened to the performance works of Galas, who composed independently 
driven, operatic-style works from rock, gospel, and experimental music techniques. In regard to live 
performance outcomes specific to electronic mediations of opera, The Pomegranate Cycle more 
strongly resembles the work of Thomas Phillips and Tobias C. van Veen than any of the larger-scale, 
more lucratively financed experimentations such as The Knife, Mt. Sims and Planningtorock’s 
Tomorrow, In A Year.  
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Phillips and van Veen realised Ariadne auf Naxos with the backing of Opéra de Montréal, and staged 
the work in the cutting-edge facility of the Society for Arts and Technology in Montreal. They 
constructed the performance from three data projectors controlled by VJ, Xavier Cordente. There were 
also two opera singers involved, with van Veen on laptop and turntables and Phillips on laptop 
producing the electronic musical elements of the work. In contrast, the staging of The Pomegranate 
Cycle at The Brisbane Festival and the Imagine Festival was carried out independently without 
institutional support, and with limited backing from the festivals’ administrations117. Australian festivals, 
even fairly major ones like The Brisbane Festival, do not provide support beyond access to a venue, 
extremely basic marketing, access to a minimal amount of equipment like a PA and lighting rig, and 
perhaps one or two technical staff. Everything else has to be provided by the artist. Producing the show 
as an independent live work in two different states of Australia, New South Wales and Queensland, 
necessitated a reduced, portable, inexpensive method of staging. As discussed in Chapter 6, The 
Pomegranate Cycle was realised with one singer (also doubling on pre-programmed laptop), one 
dancer, one sound technician, one lighting technician, a director, and a data projector displaying short 
scenes filmed by the videographer, Ravi Glasser-Vora.  
Glasser-Vora did not take a VJ approach to the The Pomegranate Cycle footage, combining imagery 
on the fly in live performance. Rather, footage was cut together as a fixed-length film which emphasised 
the emotional qualities occurring on stage. There was no budget to build a set for the work, so the 
projections doubled as the landscape. Having a technology-centred production, employing projections 
instead of scenery, and laptops instead of an orchestra, made it possible to stage The Pomegranate 
Cycle. It would not have been feasible or even remotely realistic to attempt staging this work with an 
orchestra: parts of the orchestration include pipe organs, tam tams, glass harmonicas, harp and piano, in 
addition to the standard symphonic orchestral instruments. By using these instruments in the 
composition, I acknowledged from the beginning that this work would be unlikely to see an orchestral 
performance, and embraced a range of (admittedly impractical) timbres that I was interested in 
exploring. What this highlights, is that in choosing to realise The Pomegranate Cycle with audio and 
visual technologies, I opened the work to other aesthetics which would not have been possible to 
explore had I designed the work for a traditional theatre space with acoustic musical accompaniment. 
Certainly, had I had access to a traditional orchestra, I could have partially processed these sounds 
during a live performance, but not entirely. Like my voice, they would be loud enough to be heard 
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acoustically in the performance space, and thus, any kind of processing would have been competing with 
the acoustic timbres.  
By containing the orchestral timbres “in the box”, they are entirely configurable. I have sent piano 
sounds through convolution reverb filters, emulating the harmonic response of a piano sound-board 
(“Narcissus Bloom & the Rape of the Pomegranate” [Audio CD, Track 5]), and in the same song, 
written new rhythmic parts based upon cutting and reversing these sounds. I have also processed violin 
through a series of guitar pedals (“Punishment” [Audio CD, Track 13]), processed cello through a 
1950s tube radio emulator (“Inside” [Audio CD, Track 1]), and added deliberate noise and degradation 
to harp and strings (“Her Song” [Audio CD, Track 15]). I have been able to manipulate my vocals by 
adding FX and processing during live performances. By doing so, I am able to access a greater range of 
expressive and emotive qualities in addition to the timbres provided by my voice or an instrument. 
With the aid of these processed timbres, I can also engage the orchestral sounds in a dialogue with 
sound worlds available in popular music and other contemporary cultural forms. Music audiences 
understand what guitar pedal processing sounds like, and by applying it to violin, less conventionally 
associated with these sounds, I can convey an audible sense of discord and uneasiness. In “Punishment”, 
for example, discord is present because the text is conveying that Zeus, The Father, intends to enact 
punishment on his daughter, Persephone, in order to reclaim his political power which faltered when 
Demeter, The Mother, protested her daughter’s abduction. Zeus’s actions are wrong, but without the 
sonic unease, it might be possible for the audience to misinterpret the text in this piece. The sonic 
processing, therefore, adds an additional layer of meaning to make clear the intent. By taking this 
approach, which was similar to, albeit less extreme than the approach of sound-sculpting used in 
Phillips and van Veen’s Ariadne auf Naxos, I am able to accentuate the themes underlying the opera’s 
libretto and orchestration. It acts as a third voice, sitting above the musical lines and the libretto.   
The visual scenes projected during The Pomegranate Cycle performances played a similar function. 
Given that the work necessarily included abstract locations, the metaphorical scenes emphasised the 
character’s journey. For example, the opera contains a five-minute sequence based around two pieces, 
“Searching” and “Portent (II)”. In “Searching”, the spoken word text explains that: ‘A Mother wanders 
calling to her abducted child. The Daughter wanders parallel in the world below, searching for escape, 
wasting in loss’. The Daughter has been raped and kidnapped; her Mother knows this and is frantically 
searching for her daughter, unsuccessfully. In “Portent (II)”, the chorus expresses its indifference to the 
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women’s plight, hedonistically singing “She is gone…/We forget…/ We forget floating”. When 
designing the footage for “Searching”, Glasser-Vora decided to add an additional political layer to the 
piece, and edited together footage taken from a gun scope on a US military helicopter which was 
targeting and shooting people on a street in Iraq. The footage, made publically available via WikiLeaks, 
had stirred huge debate in the months prior to the The Pomegranate Cycle premiere. The use of the 
footage in the performance emphasised the pervasiveness and consequences of violence, which society in 
general, and we as individuals either ignore or conceal. Mother and Daughter received no help, and 
neither did the human beings being brutally shot from above. Having access to the additional visual 
“voice” provided by the projected scenes was extremely powerful because it added another layer of 
meaning to the work, while also serving to provide the backdrop in a low-budget production. See 
Video Appendix 1. 
The Pomegranate Cycle was performed as a fully-staged work in the style of traditional opera utilising 
a presentational mode of performance. It was carried by two central performers: dancer, Liz Evans, and 
myself as singer. Yeo staged the work by incorporating a great number of movement techniques from 
physical theatre, and Evans had several figurative dance solos. See Video Appendix 2. In this way, The 
Pomegranate Cycle was emulating the performance style of larger scale works like Tomorrow, In A 
Year, without having access to an ensemble of dancers and singers. This approach is quite different to 
the staging of Ariadne auf Naxos, where the singers performed a concert-style presentation of the work, 
allowing the music, vocal performances and visual projections to carry the performance. Given that 
Ariadne auf Naxos was a presentation of operatic microsound, this contrast is not particularly 
surprising.  
In addition to the full performances of the work, I have performed extracts of The Pomegranate Cycle 
as a solo performer in festivals like Sound Series (2011) and Refraction (2011). In these performances, I 
wanted to include the electronic soundscapes, “Ripping” and “Burning”. Both of these were written to 
convey physical and emotional experiences beyond articulation, with “Ripping” being a sonic 
representation of rape, and “Burning” being an invocation of Demeter’s grief-born rage at loosing her 
daughter, which turns into vengeance. The intention with these pieces was that they should be put “into 
the body” during live performance, and so Evans carried these works in the full-staged opera 
performances. However, when performing these pieces alone, I needed to find a way to express the 
experiences vocally—I’m an opera singer, I’m not really much of a dancer! For “Ripping”, I achieved 
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this by improvising vocal lines using vocal techniques employed by Lisa Gerrard, and to a lesser extent, 
Cathy Beberian. The vocals are punctuated by gasps, and the wailing vocal line uses a fictional, 
improvised language to express emotion. See Video Appendix 3. “Burning” employs a more 
straightforward operatic technique, but is also improvises with similar language techniques, and 
incorporates speech and a stronger sense of a rhythmic pulse to emphasise the “invocation” behind the 
soundscape. See Video Appendix 4.  
9.5  - Conclusion 
The Pomegranate Cycle was constructed to fill a gap left by works challenging the operatic form, 
discussed in Chapter 4. It opens up the operatic form by contemporising it and making it available in 
new performance spaces, while simultaneously questioning the absence of women from roles which 
produce and regulate opera. Importantly, it does this while remaining recognisably operatic so that by 
association, it may be able to make inroads into the tradition itself. The combined approach to 
contemporisation and feminist reconfiguration while remaining inside operatic forms is what makes this 
project unique. 
The Pomegranate Cycle exists both as a recording and a live performance work. In accordance with 
popular music works, there is no score that sits between these two forms of the work, meaning that the 
work is not sonically abstract. It sounds itself into being, either when it is played, or when it is 
performed. The Pomegranate Cycle is also easily modified because it has been designed around a single 
laptop and a voice, with other elements, such as the addition of a dancer and visuals, adding extra layers 
of meaning. These can be stripped back if necessary to accommodate performance in smaller venues, or 
where resources are lacking. This structure has emerged out of the DIY methodologies employed 
during the work’s composition.  
The Pomegranate Cycle distinguishes between speech vocalities, chorus vocalities and sung vocalities to 
comment on the history of voices in opera and opera’s violent treatment of female characters in operatic 
narratives. Unlike artists such as Galas or Hagen, The Pomegranate Cycle uses a conventional operatic 
vocal technique to identify the operatic tradition, but retains enough of the vocal style to allow the work 
to possess recognisably operatic aesthetics. This helps to focus the work’s political intent by positioning 
The Pomegranate Cycle’s critique of opera audibly inside the operatic tradition itself, rather than 
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moving its vocal sonorities to a popular or experimental music location. This distinction is important 
because The Pomegranate Cycle also draws extensively from the genres of ambient music, electronica, 
minimalism, experimental music and postclassical music, and in doing so, sits between the traditions of 
popular and classical music. This contemporises the aesthetics of opera, providing a model for updating 
the form, and also allowing the work to circulate amongst audiences that would normally not engage 
with opera.  
The Pomegranate Cycle joins only a handful of projects, like Tomorrow, in a Year and Ariadne auf 
Naxos, which combine electronic music aesthetics with opera in a live performance context. The 
contribution The Pomegranate Cycle makes to this field is that, to date, it is the only project which has 
taken this approach from the perspective of a solo practitioner. Most importantly, The Pomegranate 
Cycle brings together practices that allow a female opera singer a means of entering into dialogue with 
the tradition through the occupation of multiple artistic roles: that of composer and producer, in 
addition to singer. By this process, I have attempted to highlight and reconfigure the aspects of the 
tradition which I find most troubling, primarily those which reinforce sexism in operatic works, and the 
exclusion of women from positions of power within operatic institutions. The position and politics of 
the work is feminist, and it is my desire that this position should assert itself above more generic 
motivations implied by postmodern musical aesthetics. Thematically, The Pomegranate Cycle engages 
with female experiences of violence and healing, a unique trajectory in a genre which relishes female 
death. This message, above all, should stand. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 One example illustrating this is the aria “Land of Hades” (Audio CD, Track 9). The introduction of the song 
is written for cello, violin, waterphone, glass harmonica, bowed crotales and heavily granulated vocal samples. 
With the onset of the operatic vocal line it becomes clear to the listener that the instrumental introduction has 
depicted the landscape of Hades in which Persephone is now located. 	  
116 This structure is depicted in Figure 3, located in Chapter 5.6.  	  
117 NB: my home university provided no resources or other means of support to realise the work in live 
performance. 
	   221	  
Chapter 10 - Conclusions: The Pomegranate Cycle in 
Practice 
I ask you now to say the wrong  
And name it on the printed page 
Scrawl the walls and scream The Truth  
Through the chapels and the sleep 
(From: The Pomegranate Cycle) 
 
The majority of this exegesis has been written to establish the contemporary and historical landscapes 
opera and classical music occupy in relation to gender, voice and composition as directed by 
conventions of narrative, technology, and musicology. Rather than detailing the arguments of various 
chapters, I wish to conclude by folding these discussions into an analysis of the motivations, processes 
and outcomes of producing the ambient-electronica-opera The Pomegranate Cycle. 
The Pomegranate Cycle is a practice-based research project motivated by a female opera singer’s desire 
to confront sexism within the operatic tradition. Through research-informed practice, described in 
Chapters 2 and 3, I have established that by constantly reproducing repertory opera, my performing 
body is actively complicit in the process of reinscribing stereotypes of femininity constructed in the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These compositional stereotypes 
commonly result in a woman’s violent death on stage for the audience’s pleasure. My body, as an 
instrument honed and regulated by ten years of training within the operatic tradition, conveys many of 
the sonic qualities that successfully translate these operatic characters’ lives into a transcendent space 
where their songs matter more than their fates.  
Chapter 3 established that the source of the problem I had encountered in my practice was not caused 
by singing historical opera. Rather, the problem exists because I have been singing historical opera 
almost exclusively, and this repertory does not contain a single work written by a female composer. 
While operatic institutions expanded the number of operas that comprise the standard repertory in the 
	   222	  
twentieth century, the focus, nevertheless, remains on the historical, particularly nineteenth century 
operas, and the work of living composers almost never endures for more than a few performances. By 
having a backward-looking repertory comprised almost entirely of male composers and librettists, ideas 
about gender cannot be refreshed and contemporised to reflect current values.  
Canonical works also direct and model operatic forms for current day composers, and while many 
composers have the tools and ability to construct their own ideas about gender, historical works inform 
pedagogies and are infused through a composer’s (or singer’s) training. Conscious effort is required to 
move beyond conventions of gender embedded in composition, especially because there are few 
alternatives produced by female composers which are upheld within the canon to stand in opposition.  
My practice demonstrates a way forward by showing that it is possible to compose an individual model 
of opera, specifically engaging problematic areas of the operatic tradition. In doing so I produced a 
model of opera I could subsequently sing and own more comfortably in my performing body. 
However, this too poses a problem. Innovation is primarily a masculine terrain in classical music 
because it has been difficult for women to assert themselves as composers within the tradition. Beyond 
a canon devoid of female exemplars, contemporary cultures of classical music also limit women’s 
participation in the art form, with composition being the most difficult of all roles for them to occupy. 
Accessing composition from inside the classical music tradition is problematic, especially if 
approaching the role as a singer, because singers possess very little authority over the interpretation of 
revered musical works. A singer’s performance is always mediated by the conductor’s interpretation of 
the composer’s (revered and abstracted) musical work.  
To access the classical tradition, it has been necessary for me to circumnavigate it, coming at it from a 
contemporary perspective. This has meant utilising models of practice available in popular and 
experimental music communities, where there are many more female composer-performers operating 
from a position of strength. Artists like Gerrard, Amos and Björk, discussed in Chapter 4, have been 
especially important, providing examples of very individualised processes of composition that have led 
them progressively into stronger dialogues with classical music forms. Others, such as Galas and to a 
lesser extent Berberian, have directly and radically challenged the operatic tradition by reconfiguring 
operatic vocal performance and operatic narrative structures. From this position, and in this lineage, it 
is possible to draw together tools that will enable women to practise composition.  
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Given my training as a sound engineer, the logical tools I reached for were music recording and 
production technologies. Chapter 6 discusses why classical music has generally resisted creative 
applications of these technologies, whereas popular musicians have embraced recording technologies to 
such an extent that they are now inseparable from the process of composition itself. By investigating 
the relationship between classical music and recording technologies, it was evident that these 
technologies are already being widely applied and have effected changes in the aesthetics, goals and 
location of classical music. These changes have not been widely recognised, but they signal that the 
application of recording and broadcast technologies yields opportunities for reconfiguring the tradition 
outside its normal structures of regulation. By integrating music recording and production technologies 
such as scoring software, virtual instruments and effects plugins into my practice, I was able to both 
access and augment orchestral timbres. In doing so, my practice has established that these technologies 
facilitate access for a female composer, who would otherwise struggle in the role. 
By employing a technology-based approach to composition, I could choose to use virtual instruments 
as a stand-in for an acoustic ensemble of human players (which I may never gain access to), or to use 
virtual instruments as instruments in their own right. I adopted the latter approach, and composed 
instrumental lines that emphasised the virtual instruments’ timbral strengths. I also combined 
instrument timbres to create new sounds, and worked with combinations of chords and rhythms not 
achievable with human performers. I did not restrain my approach to reflect conventional ensemble 
configurations, economies of scale, or playability. Rather, I embraced a “hyperreal” sonic palate, 
building additional musical lines from environmental sound recordings, and augmenting musical 
textures with effects and processing plugins. In other words, I had moved away from the “concert hall” 
archetype of classical music recordings in favour of popular music’s freely configurable sonic 
environments.  
By leaving enough sonic traces to associate the work aesthetically with acoustic orchestral instruments, 
but also departing from their conventional application, I have produced a simulation of classical 
music’s orchestral timbres. Consequently, The Pomegranate Cycle becomes a site of tension, directly 
engaging the anxieties between human acoustic craft and technological mediation, virtuosity and 
accessibility, and high cultural production and popular cultural production. This tension exists 
primarily because classical music has used virtuosic human craft to regulate admission to the tradition 
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itself. Therefore, by aggravating this anxiety, I have highlighted some of the concepts that have been 
used to distance women from authorial roles.  
Applying popular music production techniques to my project also emphasises the necessity of 
contemporising operatic forms. Traditional opera is challenging to contemporary audiences for a 
number of reasons: the genre’s fixation on historical repertory means that its sonic possibilities are 
considerably restricted by present-day standards; its formal performance conventions regulate audience 
behaviours in ways which are unfamiliar or uncomfortable to younger audiences; it is expensive; it is 
largely sung in foreign languages; and it represents outmoded identity stereotypes, particularly 
concerning gender and race, which are difficult for younger audiences to relate to. In designing The 
Pomegranate Cycle, I combined a new feminist approach to operatic narrative with a self-directed 
DIY project foregrounding a solo female composer and performer, and packaged it with contemporary 
production aesthetics. The intention was to produce a work that contemporises the form, while also 
connecting these new forms of opera with feminist ideas so that opera’s more overtly sexist 
conventions do not carry forward as the genre evolves. 
Chapter 9 located The Pomegranate Cycle with an emphasis on genre, voice and staging techniques. 
As a recorded work, The Pomegranate Cycle combines aesthetics from ambient electronic music, 
cinematic orchestral music and experimental music, around an operatic structure and narrative. Other 
artists combining similar aesthetics, such as Max Richter or Nico Muhly, discussed in Chapter 4, are 
normally defined as postclassical because they sit comfortably between the traditions of classical music 
and popular music. They represent a new generation of classical musicians who compose beyond the 
genre boundaries. The Pomegranate Cycle slots into this categorisation, and it is noteworthy because 
postclassical music, as an offshoot of classical music, is extremely male-centric. 
As a stage work, The Pomegranate Cycle occupies a similarly blended aesthetic terrain, combining 
operatic vocals with laptop accompaniment, a dancer, and video projections. Opera companies are 
beginning to realise the need for smaller, more economical, and more culturally relevant forms of opera, 
and The Pomegranate Cycle is comparable to efforts from Opéra de Montréal’s technOpéra program. 
The primary distinction between The Pomegranate Cycle and other electronica opera 
experimentations is that an individual without the backing of a major arts institution produced the 
work. This has had the advantage of allowing the work to cross into vastly different performance 
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contexts, from full-stagings at major arts festivals, to reduced performances at rock concerts and roller 
derby events. In doing so, the work has genuinely engaged people who would otherwise never have 
attended an operatic performance.   
In summary, The Pomegranate Cycle has successfully posed several direct challenges to the operatic 
tradition. It has highlighted violence and sexisms embedded in operatic narrative and vocal conventions, 
and provided alternative narrative structures and vocal configurations which focus on the growth and 
healing of female characters. It has foregrounded the absence of women from authorial roles in the 
classical tradition as a consequence of the tradition’s backward focus, and has demonstrated the ability 
of a lone female practitioner to usurp compositional roles through self-directed DIY processes that 
bypass the usual modes of regulation within the classical tradition. As a result, the work contemporises 
the operatic form, highlighting both the possibilities for new aesthetic applications of recording 
technologies in classical music composition, as well as the ability of these aesthetics to engage new 
audiences This, in turn, reveals the necessity to renew the operatic form in order to engage 
contemporary audiences. Lastly, The Pomegranate Cycle, as a work without notation, is not abstracted 
from its soundings on record and in performance, and as such, it joins a growing number of works 
which seek to shift the interpretation of music away from notions of purity, genius, and intent, towards 
an understanding of music’s cultural location and function.  
What was not possible to establish within the scope of this research project was the way in which self-
directed operatic or classical music projects like The Pomegranate Cycle will feed back into the 
institutions that maintain and regulate classical music. To the best of my knowledge, The Pomegranate 
Cycle is the first electronica-opera developed and realised by a solo composer-performer. As such, it 
makes a contribution to the field by demonstrating a new kind of individually directed opera. However, 
until more works are produced in this way, it will be difficult to gauge the influence of this mode of 
practice. There are signs that operatic institutions in particular are taking note of their declining 
relevance to younger audiences, and several companies have initiated small-scale operatic remix 
performances, such as Opéra de Montréal’s technOpéra series, or Opera Australia’s PolyOpera 
project118. Yet initial experiments with operatic form like PolyOpera have been staged as isolated events, 
and have been located well away from the contexts where the companies perform their traditional 
repertory opera. It seems that both Opéra de Montréal and Opera Australia have been hesitant about 
exposing their conventional audiences to these experiments, for fear of censure or loss of business. On 
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this basis, the acceptance of small-scale, independently developed works (as opposed to remixes of the 
repertory) inside the programs of larger institutions seems likely to be a long way off. Opportunities to 
circulate new modes of opera through recordings, as online memes, or as performances in popular and 
experimental music contexts, may be another way of influencing the uptake of new works into operatic 
repertory and requires further investigation.  
Creating opportunities for new work within the operatic tradition itself is the next point of inquiry I 
will pursue in my practice. The research in Chapter 6 of this exegesis establishes firmly that recorded 
media now constitutes the primary means of experiencing classical music, and consequently, these 
mediums have substantially changed classical music practice. If independent female composers can 
leverage recordings to gain the attention of, or admittance to, the institutions of classical music, progress 
may be made in balancing the gender inequities. To test this, I will endeavour to release a recording of 
The Pomegranate Cycle, either on a dedicated mainstream classical music label, or alternatively, on a 
label which has the attention and respect of classical music media. If my work can find a place within 
the classical music recording industry, it has a greater chance of being received within the tradition itself.  
Philip Glass has said that ‘there aren't too many people who will write an opera and put it in their 
drawer hoping someone will do it’, and he considers the enormity of opera poses a problem to 
composers through its inherent ‘Catch-22’: ‘how do you get commissioned to write an opera if you 
haven't written one?’ (Glass & Howell 1981, 71–72). With The Pomegranate Cycle, I have written an 
opera that was neither commissioned, nor did it sit in a drawer. The opera represents my independent 
attempt to break into the tradition by means of the composition of an opera. Through The 
Pomegranate Cycle, I have established a practice of composition that amalgamates my skills as a singer 
and a music producer/engineer. As a composer-performer-producer, I am able to approach my 
performance of conventional operatic repertoire with a greater sense of ownership because I recognise 
that I have the ability and means of reconfiguring the tropes of women’s operatic lives in an active way. 
To recall Moorefield’s statement, I increasingly find that my practice circulates around the idea that the 
producer is the artist is the composer is the feminist, and technology has driven this change119.  
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118 See: Chapter 4, Endnote 72. 
 
119 (Moorefield 2010, 111). 
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Appendix 1 - The Pomegranate Cycle Libretto 
Inside… 
Perspective: Narrator 
Inside each pomegranate is a cluster of seeds, encased in ruby flesh. Growing wild in abandoned groves, 
they hang from trees as summer turns to autumn, waiting to fall or be eaten and propagate again.  They 
are said to be holy, symbols of fertility, fruit from the gardens of paradise. Until a girl, raped, swallowed 
seven seeds.  
Portent (I)   
Perspective: Chorus 
When She is gone…  (Repeated)  
Floating we forget, floating… (Repeated)  
Of Hymn 
Perspective: Kore 
Moisten the unborn flower, 
Suspended 
My tears bud and pass 
Maybe the spring will laugh? 
 
I travel through your reverie, 
Clear 
Fragrant remembrance 
Blown and cracked underfoot 
 
Mute, liturgy of being 
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Patterned 
In the winter, brew 
All that I know and pretend 
 
Spoken. In the bell frame 
Resound 
My hands in your smile 
Imaginings. Soothe rhetoric, shift. 
Will our romance be, 
Pathos 
Or care that rides, melody 
Back to cadence. Pass? 
Ripping 
Soundscape. 
Narcissus bloom & the rape of the pomegranate 
Perspective: Kore 
Ah! To be left in stillness 
Alone, the cloudy haze  
Of summer fruits and Narcissus bloom 
In peace I walked  
Beloved pilgrimage, reaching 
For summer fruits and Narcissus bloom 
Pomegranates ripe they drooped 
Their sweetness, mellow  
My fervent harvest   
Of summer fruits and Narcissus bloom 
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Pomegranates ripe they drooped 
Their sweetness, mellow  
My fervent harvest   
Of summer fruits and Narcissus bloom 
Picked. The petal crushed.  
Carved,  
The infant flesh 
And the pomegranate burst. 
Juice spilled, seed devoured. 
Picked. The petal crushed.  
Carved,  
The infant flesh 
And the pomegranate burst. 
Juice spilled, seed devoured. 
Wasted.  
It cannot grow anew.  
Wasted.  




A Mother wanders calling to her abducted child. The Daughter wanders parallel in the world below, 
searching for escape, wasting in loss.   
Portent (II) 
Perspective: Male Chorus 
	   232	  
She is gone… (Repeated) 
We forget… (Repeated) 
We forget floating… (Repeated) 
Demeter’s Lament 
Perspective: Demeter 
My daughter is lost 
Her song departed 
In my desolation 
In her desecration  
How can the earth bear its fruit? 
 
My daughter is lost 
Can the corn ears ripen 
Or the pregnant soils awaken 
When she is gone?  
 
My daughter is lost 
The world is forsaken  
And all my love… 
Love? 
How can life go beyond? 
When she is gone… 
When she is gone. 
 
May death take my hand, 
Wrench the heart from my chill breast, 
Barren,  
Stop the world. 
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My daughter is lost  
As I am lost 
How can the earth bear its fruit 
When she is gone? 
When she is gone? 
When she is gone…  
Gone. 
Land of Hades  
Perspective: Persephone  
Here all things are  
As they are in shade 
Colours without hue,  
My eyes in moonlight fade 
All bushes of thorn  
Twine the path  
Not a single rose 
 
Here all creatures’ flesh  
Becomes perverted  
Cruel fates that deign  
This mocking earth, inverted  
All joy distained  
In mirthful laugh 
No moment of repose 
 
In walking death my  
Feet leave no mark. 
Shrill and hollow tolls 
The call of reapers’ lark. 
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Swallowed by mist  
Icicle and frost 
I roam beneath, enclosed.  
 
Here all things are  
As they are in shade 
Colours without hue,  
My eyes in moonlight fade 
All joy distained  
In mirthful laugh 
Not a single rose… 
 
Not a single rose.  
Not a single rose. 





The Mother’s dissent stretched across the world. Denied her daughter, She denied the world its 
fertility. Dust gathered as harvests withered in the scorched earth. 
Portent (III)  
Perspective: Chorus 
Woman! Woman! Woman!  
Wear your shame. 
Wear your shame. 
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Cut, our blame to bleed.  
Cut, our blame to bleed.  
 
Woman, your flesh is your fate  
Woman, our eyes know you’d  
Kiss off Fate, 
No hiss, no hate 
Its own Slut. 
 
Close your mouth 
Close your mouth  
Protest proclaims your fault 
Why don't you cry cry cry cry cry ?  
Why don't you cry cry cry cry cry ?  
Woman, our eyes know you’d  
Kiss off Fate, 
Kiss off Fate, 
Its own Slut. 
Its own Slut. 
Its own Slut! 
Punishment 
Perspective: Narrator 
From his throne The Father looked down upon his barren dominion. He appeased The Mother, 
returning their Daughter to the mortal world. He salved his law, decreeing that his daughter must 
remain captive for three months each year, punishment for ingesting the pomegranate seed.  
Seeds of Accusation 
Perspective: Persephone  
Pomegranate, 
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Placed in my hand. 
Pomegranate, 
So much rests upon you. 
 
 
Why? But they will not let me ask 
Beg, but I am denied 
I do not know, cannot know why 
Pomegranate  
So much rests upon you? 
 
Hiss their eyes, 
Dart their tongues  
To all that I’ve done wrong. 
But it’s not me, 
That girl they see 
Visions of her Scarlett and dripping 
With accusation; 
Pomegranate seed 
Staining her lips.  
 
Pomegranate  
I deny you as you have  
Reviled me.  
My lips are my own and they  
Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry. Cry, 
Themis, Oh Themis! 
Weigh and measure me, 
Core and quarter me 
That in pieces  
Placed in their hands  
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I may be free 
From accusation. 
 
Pomegranate, I deny you. 
Her Song  
Perspective: Persephone  
You’ll say that the words will never die 
You’ll say that the images will fade 
In night I know that’s false 
In day I hope to burn the night away 
Timeless is the quality of light 
In your eyes I long to forget 
The paths that crossed mine tread 
Scatted my line strong and true 
 
I so small a daisy not yet rose 
To bloom and be tall and strong 
Then shadow and knife, weight fear 
Cut me down, stole little ones shine 
 
The girl not the woman was wronged 
The woman’s burden to carry the marks 
The hands that bear the wear  
In milk to soften, hope.  
 
To have rebirth and not yet made 
But be unmade and form 
Cast fresh shadow, not linear shape 
Behind, before, among time and life 
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So here she calls and I echo 
Pain of being She and She 
And bleeding in the sake of her, us, 
We bleed alone and cry as one. 
 
I ask you now to say the wrong 
And name it on the printed page 
Scrawl the walls and scream The Truth 
Through the chapels and the sleep 
 
Awaken she and we and us 
All who know the crease of terror 
And in the she and we and us 
To dance again, be straight and new 
To dance, be straight and new 





Lullaby: A Hymn Reprised 
Perspective: Persephone/ Kore 
Moisten the unborn flower, 
Suspended 
My tears bud and pass 
Maybe the spring will laugh? 
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Appendix 2 - Photos from The Pomegranate Cycle  
Image 1 :  “Pomegranate” sculptural set piece at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.   
 
Image 2 :  “Pomegranate” sculptural set piece at the Brisbane Festival, September 2010.  
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Image 3 :  The Pomegranate Cycle publicity photo 2010. 
  
Image 4:  Eve Klein performing “Punishment” at the Brisbane Festival, September 2010.  
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Image 5 :  Liz Evans performing “Her Song” at the Brisbane Festival, September 2010.  
 
Image 6:  Liz Evans & Eve Klein performing “Burning” at the Brisbane Festival, September 2010.  
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Image 7:  Eve Klein performing “Narcissus Bloom & the Rape of the Pomegranate” at the Brisbane 
Festival, September 2010.  
 
Image 8 :  Liz Evans & Eve Klein performing “Punishment” at the Brisbane Festival, September 2010.  
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Image 9:  Liz Evans & Eve Klein performing “Seeds of Accusation” at the Brisbane Festival, 
September 2010.  
 
Image 10 :  Liz Evans performing “Narcissus Bloom & the Rape of the Pomegranate” at the Imagine 
Festival, October 2010.  
 
	   244	  
 
Image 1 1 :  Eve Klein performing “Seeds of Accusation” at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.  
 
Image 12 :  Liz Evans performing “Ripping” at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.  
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Image 13 :  Eve Klein and Liz Evans performing “Of Hymn” at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.  
 
Image 14:  Eve Klein and Liz Evans performing “Searching” at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.  
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Image 15 :  Liz Evans performing “Land of Hades” at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.  
 
Image 16 :  Eve Klein performing “Demeter’s Lament” at the Imagine Festival, October 2010.  
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Appendix 3 - Audio CD Track List 
01 - Inside  
02 - Portent (I) 
03 - Of Hymn 
04 - Ripping 
05 - Narcissus Bloom & the Rape of the Pomegranate 
06 - Searching 
07 - Portent (II) 
08 - Demeter's Lament 
09 - Land of Hades 
10 - Burning 
11 - Dissent  
12 - Portent (III) 
13 - Punishment 
14 - Seeds of Accusation 
15 - Her Song 
16 - Lullaby: A Hymn Reprised 
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Appendix 4 – DVD Track List 
Video 1 - “Portent (II)”  
Video 2  - “Ripping” at the Imagine Festival 
Video 3 - “Ripping” Vocal Improvisation at Sound Series 
Video 4 - “Burning” Vocal Improvisation at Hardware Gallery 
Video 5 - “Of Hymn” at the Brisbane Festival 
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